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Despite this incredibly short interval measured on the cosmic time scale, 
the Solar Imperium, created and guided by Perry Rhodan, had developed 
into a corner pillar of Galactic might. 


Of course the Terrans had found important helpers for the task they had set 
themselves to mention only the Arkonide Khrest and the energy being of 
Wanderer, Atlan, Harno, the Swoons and Pucky, the mouse-beaver! 
However this task could never have been accomplished without the 
unselfish sacrifices of those Terrans who longed for the stars with all their. 
Heart 


The latest threat from the Intercosmos, the space between the Galaxies. 
poses however an almost insoluble problem to those who are responsible. 
How to fight aggressors whose spaceships are virtually indestructible? The 
first important clue to this problem was discovered on the world of Afzot 
where an Ara scientist works under the direction of Akonians. 


The Secret Agents of Terra proceed against the galactic laboratory and 
encounter THE BEASTS BELOW. 
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THE WORLD BELOW MUST GIVE UP ITS SECRETS BECAUSE OF: 


Meech Hannigan — Even robot sergeants have fun occasionally. 

Dor-Par and Adnil — When the Terrans appear they don’t have a chance. 
Con-Ki — A young Akonian girl in “exile” on the planet Afzot. 

Ron Landry, Larry Randall and Lofty Patterson — Agents of Section #3. 
Kule-Tats — An Ara scientist who is anxious to be abducted. 

Nike Quinto — Being sick is his hobby. 


Pfamatt — Commander of the Akonian base on Afzot. 


ASSAULT ON AFZOT 


The graybrown lump tensed its muscles. Puffing up its shapeless body it 
Slowly floated to the surface of the liquid nutrient. “Something is going on 
up there,” it thought. 


Another one, which it could not see because it had no eyes, replied: “Yes, 
it’s an awful commotion. 


“The lump listened for further reactions but there were none. “Aha,” it 
thought “they’ve pulled another one out.” 


“Yes,” was the answer. “They picked him up during his sleep. I heard 
screams of anguish.” 


“Sooner or later we’ll all suffer the same fate. But... what’s happening up 
there?” 


“Judging from past experience,” the other one informed first the lump, “TI 
have come to the conclusion that the Terrans must have a hand in the 
game.” 


“Yes, that’s right. Wherever the normal course of events is disturbed, the 
Terrans are responsible.” Relaxing its muscles it sank to the bottom of the 
container again. Terrans or not, there was nothing it could do about it. 


ok 


The sky was aglow with a blue light. Violent flashes lit up the eroded 
surface of the small planet. Rugged peaks and deeply cut gorges burst into 
view in the magic fire of the explosions and were darkened again. Ron 
Landry watched the fascinating spectacle depicted on the observation 
screen. He was much too excited to think about anything else. 


Silence reigned in the cargo hold of the small Gazelle. The men sat on the 
benches pressing their backs against the wall. Some looked at the ceiling, 
others had closed their eyes. 


It all happened much too quickly. The huge spaceship had suddenly 
emerged from the depth of space and everybody aboard the ANNINO 
realized at once that the imminent battle could end only in the destruction 
of the 20 Terranian ships. They didn’t hesitate to conclude the obvious. 


They were already on their way to the auxiliary ships when Ron Landry 
rushed to the hangar and gathered his men together in one of the Gazelles. 
The Gazelle was immediately launched and they were on their way to 
Afzot. 


They knew very little about Afzot, but the little they knew made them wish 
they had stayed on Earth at a desk in the Spacefleet Administration no 
matter how boring the job might have been. Afzot was the size of Mercury 
and resembled Mars. It was also uninhabited. The combination was too 
horrid to imagine. 


The fact that they had to carry out an essential mission on Afzot failed to 
console them. The prevailing notion that the planet was uninhabited had 
recently become subject to some doubt. Afzot was located in the influence 
zone of the Akonians. Its central star Frua was hardly more than 20 light 
years away from the Blue System. The emergence of the alien battleship 
had provided an opportunity for the Fleet Commander to dispatch a Gazelle 
with 10 men under the leadership of Maj. Ron Landry to Afzot without 
being noticed in the tumult of the raging battle. That they would escape 
notice was for the moment only a hope. At this moment the Gazelle 
streaked over the surface of the small planet at an altitude of 20 Kilometers. 
But their chances were good. If there were indeed Akonians present on 
Afzot, they would watch the fight between the alien spaceship and the 20 
Terranian units, not the small craft leaving the turbulent scene to descend 
on their planet. 


Although they were on an important mission they suffered from a feeling of 
anxiety, having left in the lurch those up there who were engaged in a 
desperate struggle with the battleship of the Posbis, facing a certain death. 
This was the reason they were so quiet and shuddered painfully as each 
flash splashed blue-white across the picture screen. 


Ron Landry and Capt. Randall, the copilot sitting next to him, were better 
off in this respect. They were busy and didn’t have time to think about 
anything other than making a safe landing. 

However one of them was even more fortunate, Sgt. Meech Hannigan. He 
could feel no pangs of conscience at all for the simple reason that he had no 
conscience. But the only ones who knew this were Ron Landry, Larry 
Randall and the graybearded Lofty Patterson who seemed to doze in the 
semi-dark at the rear. 


. .. because Meech Hannigan was a robot. 


ok 


The disk-shaped craft raced with considerable speed between the two 
mountain chains. The floor of the valley was even and ran in a straight line. 
At its ends it had the typical curved-up shape of a crater formed by a huge 
meteor grazing the surface of a nearly airless celestial body in its path. The 
valley was about 30 Kilometers long. It cut the mountainrange in two 
unequal parts. 


Hannigan had conducted a preliminary energy detection survey and 
determined that numerous energy producers and consumers where 
somewhere in the hills. He registered their field of excitation with his 
sensitive detectors. However, the magnitude was insufficient to locate the 
place of the field’s origins with acceptable accuracy. 


Ron Landry was satisfied that the Akonians, if they were hidden on the 
planet, must be somewhere between these mountains since Hannigan’s 
sensors had failed to pick up any such signs over the flat desert land. It 
seemed more reasonable that he could gain access to them in this vicinity. 


The furious clash in space appeared to be finished. The sky shone quietly in 
a dark violet color and the small yellow-green sun sent slanting rays 
between the peaks into the valley. 


Ron braked the Gazelle when he noticed a cleft in the western wall. The 
cleft turned out to be the entrance to a ravine whose floor was about 100 
meters above the floor of the valley. Its walls were far enough apart to 
permit the Gazelle to fly in. 


Ron didn’t hesitate a second. Each moment without cover in the valley 
increased the danger of being spotted. His first task was to find a 
hidingplace for the Gazelle. Ron glanced at Larry Randall. Larry nodded 
and pointed to the observation screen. “It seems to get even better farther 
back,” he answered the unspoken question. 


He was right. After 200 meters the walls of the ravine receded and formed 
a basin with a diameter which was about twice that of the Gazelle. From a 
geometrical point of view the basin represented the inside of a truncated 
cone. Its tapered walls narrowed at the top to a hole not much more than 10 
meters in diameter and 300 meters up from the bottom. Accordingly, the 
visibility inside the basin was very restricted. The yellow-green sun Frua 
shed only little light on the surface of the desolate planet and under these 
circumstances it was as dark at the bottom of the cone as in a moonless 
night on Earth. 


Ron set down the Gazelle at the side of the basin so that it could not be 
seen even if the opponent used a searchlight. All the machinery of the 


Gazelle was shut down. Ron realized that he took a great risk by doing so. 
An instant start was impossible. The generators required at least 5 minutes 
and the engines 8 minutes of warmup. On the other hand it was certain that 
the Akonians possessed energy sensors similar to those of the Terrans and 
it would have been only a matter of time before they would discover and 
pinpoint the operating machinery. 

The men remained motionless when the humming of the equipment ceased. 
Ron studied their faces. He knew what went on in their minds. Although he 
was firmly convinced that their feeling of guilt was unjustified, he refrained 
from saying so. He unfastened his seatbelt and got up. “Sgt. Hannigan!” he 
beckoned. 


Meech jumped lithely to his feet. The floor shook a little under his mighty 
weight. 


“Take your stuff and go outside. Try to make a close search!” 


“Yes sir,’ Meech replied, putting a canister under his arm. It presumably 
contained his instruments. Then he left and went to the airlock chamber 
whose inner door quickly opened. Moments later his shadow appeared on 
the observation screen. He headed for the exit of the basin. The darkness in 
the basin was so complete that even the sensitive scope lost track of him 
after a few steps. 


Ron sat down again and turned his chair so that he faced his switchboard. 
Without warning he removed with the push of a button the artificial 
gravitation field which had been maintained inside the vehicle. A 
gravitation field also produced a marginal scatter effect and the slightest 
chance that the Akonians could locate the spaceship had to be eliminated. 


The changeover was unpleasant. Ron had the feeling that his stomach 
turned. He choked and gasped for air. Somebody behind him started to 
cough. Ron held his breath, pressed himself deeply into the chair and 
slowly counted to ten. It was a method he had devised for himself and so 
far it had always worked in cases of sudden gravity changes. 


He exhaled very slowly and cautiously turned around. The faces of the men 
behind him were pale. Somebody groaned and grinned at the same time. 
Patterson got up and took a quick step. The reaction caused him to be 
propelled almost to the ceiling. Leisurely, he floated down again and 
growled: “0.2 normal! That’s not for me.” 


ok 


To Meech the low gravity meant merely that he was able to move faster. 


He had chucked his canister at the exit of the basin. He had no use for it. 
The instruments he needed for the detection of energy sources were built 
into his body. Jumping high and wide, he reached the entrance to the cleft 
in the meteor valley in less than a minute. 


It took him only a few seconds to find out that nobody was nearby. He 
could not have detected a normal person — one who didn’t carry energy- 
weapons or activated energy generators — but he took it for granted that 
nobody would dare venture outside in this almost airless wasteland without 
some protective apparatus and he would have easily been able to detect 
even the smallest heat-source in a normal protective suit. In his endeavor 
not to miss anything, he had turned off all the equipment of his own 
protective suit with the exception of his helmet transceiver. Yet the biting 
cold of minus 83°C. which slowly penetrated his protective hull bothered 
him very little. 


He studied both walls of the gorge and found that it was possible to climb 
up without great difficulties. Without hesitating he started the ascent and 
reached the rim of the valley in a short time. Behind the rim a slope 
covered with rocks and pebbles rose gently to the foot of a mountain. 
Meech examined the eastern mountain wall with his sharp eyes and 
concluded that it would be too hard to climb. The stone wall was smooth 
and seamless. He decided to station himself where the eastern and southern 
mountain walls met in a sharp corner at the upper edge of the rock-strewn 
slope and quickly carried out his decision. 


On the way to the site he scrutinized his surroundings. He gained the 
picture of a world where cold and gravity balanced a scale so that the last 
bit of atmosphere was kept from flying away. He actually retained a picture 
because everything he saw with his complicated optical system was 
recorded on microfilm. 


He noticed that contrary to the prediction of probability by his positronic 
system — in other words: as a surprise — Afzot had some vegetation. But 
there was little to cause admiration. Gray lichens formed spirals over the 
rocks and thin carpets of moss, also gray, could be seen everywhere. Meech 
acquired a knowledge that was still new to him, the fact that nature follows 
its own laws to take maximum advantage of all possibilities for higher 
developments. On the botanic ladder moss and lichen did not occupy the 
lowest rung of development. Nevertheless, it was remarkable how 
successful nature was in these hostile surroundings. 


Alerted by this observation, Meech began to watch for signs of animal life. 
However he found no trace of it and thus concluded that no fauna existed 


anywhere on Afzot if it was not present in this environment of proliferating 
vegetation. 


Having come to this conclusion he continued on his way, concentrating on 
the signals of his instruments which picked up energy-sources. He 
continuously received the indeterminate scattered radiation which had 
caused Ron to search for the hidden source in this mountain chain. Now he 
noticed that the reception became clearer the higher he climbed up. 


When he reached his goal he lay down on the ground and his gray spacesuit 
melded with his surroundings. Surprisingly, the terrain dropped steeply 
behind the edge of the mountain, affording Meech a wide view of the 
adjoining valley and the wilderness of the mountains around it. He 
searched the area, stone for stone, crevice for crevice, and peak for peak. 
There was nothing to indicate the presence of intelligent beings. The 
Akonians had hidden themselves very effectively. 


Meech recorded the picture in his photographic memory before he started 
to return. He had carried out his task. 


Far from the scene of the events on Afzot, the Administrator of the Solar 
Imperium, Perry Rhodan, was handed a message: 


THE AKONIAN GOVERNMENT AGREES TO CONSULTATIONS 
ABOUT THE FORMATION OF A GALACTIC COALITION FOR THE 
DEFENSE AGAINST OUTER-GALACTIC AGGRESSIONS. IT 
PROPOSES THAT NEGOTIATIONS BE STARTED IMMEDIATELY. 
THE CAPITAL OF THE AKONIAN MOTHER PLANET IS 
SUGGESTED AS THE LOCALE FOR THESE MEETINGS. 


The Administrator was unable to suppress a scornful grin when he read the 
deciphered text. The bearer of the message was Reginald Bell, Perry 
Rhodan’s old comrade in arms and second most important man in the Solar 
Imperium. He stood still and watched Rhodan’s reaction. “A single 
fragment spaceship over Afzot.” he commented with biting sarcasm. 


‘ 


*... and of course a few effective bombs on the surface of an uninhabited 
world!” the Administrator added. 

“And these gentlemen are already persuaded to give in!” 

Perry Rhodan remembered the past few days and weeks when he tried 
again and again to bring the Akonians to a conference table for the 
discussion of an alliance with the Terrans and Arkonides. The Galaxy was 


threatened — by mechanical beings with an organic brain-component — from 
the depth of outer-Galactic space. They called them Posbis, positronic 
robots with a little organic substance in secondary cells of the brain, which 
made them susceptible to emotional responses. Their technology surpassed 
anything the Terrans and Arkonides had accomplished. As far as the 
Terranian Defense Forces knew the Akonians possessed no equivalent arms 
to oppose them. Only concentrated and united action with exchange of all 
available information could save the Galaxy from being conquered by the 
Posbis. 


However, the Akonians had failed to realize the seriousness of the 
situation. They had declined negotiations as unpromising and useless. 


That is the fragment-spaceship appeared in the Frua system. At least the 
Akonians knew enough about the dangerous menace to recognize correctly 
the peculiar spaceship, a huge cube with slanted edges and thousands of 
apparently senseless superstructures and additions. The fragment- 
spaceship, presumably on a search for raw materials, plastered the icy 
surface of the outermost of the 4 Frua planets with fusionbombs in the 100 
gigaton range and sucked up the exploding masses of hot matter and steam. 


Then life began to stir on Afzot, the 3d planet of the system. The sensors of 
the Terranian ships received a quick succession of impulses of a type 
emitted by large transmitters. Therefore, there were Akonians on Afzot, a 
world which had heretofore been considered to be completely uninhabited. 
The Akonians fled. They didn’t have a single spaceship they could have 
used to repulse the Posbis and there didn’t seem to be any other suitable 
defensive armament on Afzot either. 


When the fragment-colossus withdrew from the 4th planet and turned 
toward Afzot, Perry Rhodan received the first call for help. He announced 
that he would dispatch part of his fleet to Afzot if the Akonians would 
agree to discuss an alliance. However he merely received a 2d call for help 
in reply. He repeated his condition and the 3d call for assistance came in 
with the desired acceptance. 


20 units of the Terranian fleet immediately converged on Afzot. In the 
meantime the fragment-spaceship had begun to subject Afzot to the same 
treatment they had given the 4th Frua planet. The Akonians were thrown 
into panic. In an hour-long battle the Terranian ships made it so hot for the 
fragment-spaceship that it turned tail. Apparently it was severely damaged 
as hours later a tremendous explosion was observed in the far reaches of 
the cosmos which could only mean that the Posbi-ship was blown apart. 


Thus the danger was eliminated and faithful to their promise, the Akonians 


repeated their assurance to engage in negotiations. 


It took only one fragment-spaceship to make them see the light — and the 
enemy had many hundred thousands! 


It aroused no special attention among the 6 uninitiated men that Meech 
Hannigan returned to the Gazelle with a plan which was unassailable by the 
most pertinent arguments. Thus it seemed to be practically foolproof. 
Admittedly Meech was only a simple sergeant, but he was the only one 
who had inspected the surroundings in person. 


Ron Landry picked 2 men to guard the Gazelle. He gave strict orders to 
maintain radio silence. A code signal was selected to be sent in case of an 
extreme emergency. Only if one of the 2 sides flashed the signal were they 
permitted to break the radio silence. 


A few minutes later 8 men left the small spaceship. The bulging pockets of 
their spacesuits contained everything they needed to survive for 8 weeks in 
a hostile world: concentrated foods which could be transferred by a clever 
arrangement to the inside of the suit and put into the mouth, medical 
tablets, especially those that prevented the normal elimination processes of 
their bodies for a considerable time without ill effects to their health, 
disinfectants which kept the atmosphere inside the spacesuit germ-free 
even if the man were unable to wash himself for 2 months — and of course 
various instruments and tools. Ron was firmly convinced that they would 
not have to miss the blessings of civilization for 8 full weeks but it was 
better to be prepared for the worst. 


The small troup reached the exit of the gorge at the same moment as Frua’s 
yellow-green ball disappeared behind the horizon. Suddenly the land was 
dark. Ron Landry, who had guarded the rear, moved forward. He asked 
Meech on his helmet-sender whose range was set for no more than 5 
meters: “Do you remember where you climbed up, Sergeant?” 


He cursed Col. Quinto’s instructions not to reveal the true nature of Meech 
Hannigan. Of course Meech had fixed each step so precisely in his memory 
that he was certain to find it again in all eternity no matter how dark it was. 
Besides he was equipped with an infra-red optical system which permitted 
him to see in the night like a cat. But no — he was required to ask him. 


“Yes sir,” Meech replied formally. 


“Then climb up again. Wait awhile at a distance of 30 meters and beam 
your infra-red lamp down here. Sgt. Pardo, point your infra-red lamp at 


Sgt. Hannigan at all times so that we can all see him. Watch every step so 
you can remember it or you might be sorry later. Is that clear?” 


They agreed in a murmur. Meech started out, climbing the mountain wall 
with an astounding agility. Eric Pardo followed him with his searchlight as 
instructed. 


Meech stopped as soon as he reached the prescribed height. He turned 
around and lit up the wall with the light from his infra-red lamp. The men 
began to climb up. Ron urged them to hurry. The use of infra-red light was 
very convenient — as long as nobody else had the necessary optical filter. 
Ron Landry could not dare to hope that an Akonian craft cruising at night 
was not equipped with a complete infra-red system. In that case the use of 
“invisible light” was a questionable advantage. The sooner they reached the 
top and could do without the lamp the safer they were. 


It took almost an hour to get to the upper rim of the valley’s wall. Nobody 
had hindered them. When Meech was about to lead the group across the 
bank of rocks he casually remarked, “I can’t see anything unusual.” 


Ron breathed easier. He had an understanding with Meech that something 
“unusual” meant the detection of energy emission from the vehicle of an 
adversary. Therefore there were no Akonians around who could have 
discovered them. 


The men went up the rocky incline in a long line. The ascent proceeded 
without a serious disturbance. There was only one interruption when the 
black night was suddenly lit up by a bright light almost exactly at the 
zenith. The blue-white light flashed from the dark sky and shed a pale glow 
over the rocky wasteland. The marchers were taken aback and Landry 
ordered them to seek cover whereupon the men threw themselves on the 
ground. 


The light was extinguished as quickly as it had appeared. A faint 
luminescent cloud remained and slowly dissolved among the shining stars. 
Ron waited a few minutes before they resumed their climb. Nobody 
commented on the strange interlude, but they all shared the same thought. 
Somewhere in the vicinity of Afzot a bomb or a spaceship had exploded. 
Whether it was one of the Terrans, Arkonides or Posbis nobody could tell. 


So far everything is going according to plan Ron Landry told himself 
silently. 


They sought cover in the corner where the southern and the eastern slopes 


of the mountain met. Ron Landry took off with Meech to investigate the 
terrain, leaving the others behind to rest. Meech, for whom the light of the 
stars was sufficient to make fair observations, inspected the jumbled terrain 
at the opposite mountain wall but found no signs of the presence of 
intelligent beings. He gave this information to Ron as soon as the others 
were beyond the range of their transceivers. Then Ron returned. The night 
would end in 5 hours and he wanted to get some rest. At the moment there 
was nothing to do but wait. At sunrise they would start out on the way to 
the other side of the valley which Meech had chosen. 


He couldn’t say if they would find an entrance to the subterranean hiding 
place of the Akonians. Meech Hannigan always made his energy locations 
in a straight direction. It was really no more than a wishful assumption that 
the looked-for entrance was located exactly at the spot where Meech had 
detected the strongest rays from scattered radiation fields. Under the 
circumstances they might have to search for days and each minute without 
cover meant additional danger. The situation was anything but rosy. At 
least not as rosy as Col. Quinto had described it aboard the ANNINO — 
probably in an attempt to allay fears quickly and effectively. 


Absorbed in his thoughts, Ron groped in the dark behind the robot. He 
noticed the noise only when Meech stood still and looked around. It didn’t 
sound like anything he had ever heard before. In the thin air of Afzot all 
noises sounded different and the helmet-mikes distorted them even more. 


“T don’t see anything, sir,” Meech whispered. 


Ron quickly discarded his first thought that it was an animal. Afzot 
couldn’t support any animals. Even the moss barely existed. It could have 
been a stone which got loose and slowly slid down on the surface. It was a 
soft and strange scraping sound. Ron turned his head to find out where it 
originated. His mike was not designed to indicate the precise direction and 
it was not much help in guiding him. 


A stone rumbled down from above. Ron jumped aside. A good-sized rock 
had broke off the mountain wall and shot down into the valley, barely 
missing his head. “Back to the camp!” he ordered. 


They hastily ran back the few meters. Something seemed to be awry above 
them. More stones rolled down, starting a small avalanche that roared over 
the edge into the valley. The men, who had stayed behind in the camp, 
were also aroused. They had heard the rockslide but were unable to discern 
its cause any better than Ron and Meech. 


Ron decided to ascertain the source of the trouble. Meech failed to pick up 


any energy rays. Therefore no hostile vehicles were in the vicinity. The risk 
was not too great if he used the infra-red lamps to search their surroundings 
and he instructed Patterson to turn it on. He pointed the beam upward and 
scanned the area. 


Other regions of the wall came into sight, more cracks, sharp outcroppings 
and narrow ledges. Ron could hear the choked breathing of his men on his 
helmet-radio. Not a word was spoken. 


Minutes passed. Patterson broke the silence and complained that his arm 
was getting tired. He gasped at the last word because at that moment he 
discovered something like a dark rope in the beam of his lamp. It was not a 
formation of stone. It moved. As if it were afraid of the light, it pulled up to 
leave the circle of light. Patterson followed it with his searchlight. Other 
ropes appeared, meters apart at first, then converging to an invisible point 
above the circle of light. Patterson impatiently flipped up the beam. The 
light moved jerkily up the wall. 


An icecold shiver ran down Ron’s spine. Somebody exclaimed fervently: 
“May the Lord have mercy on us!” 


At first glance it was an abortion of hell. It hang at the nearly vertical wall, 
held by its 30 or 40 rope-like legs, bloating its hemispherical body in a 
hasty rhythm. The hemisphere was covered with a black, glittering fur. 3 
football-sized eyes bulged from the fur and goggled at the infra-red light 
without visible excitement. The beast was so incredibly big that it seemed 
astounding how the thin legs could hold the massive weight of the 5 meter- 
high body. 5 meters high at the very minimum, Ron estimated. Bloated, the 
monster was at least a meter higher. 


For a mere second Ron was startled out of his wits. His men still stared up, 
petrified in horror, when Ron gave the order. “Retreat slowly Sgt. 
Hannigan, stick with me. Patterson, keep shining your light. Be ready to 
shoot!” 


Ron didn’t take his eyes off the beast. The scraping noises he heard around 
him told him that his order was carried out. The spotlight quivered as 
Patterson retreated step by step. Slowly — to keep the animal from 
becoming startled — Ron slid his hand down his hip and pulled the blaster 
from its holster. With a practiced grip he released the safety-catch and 
raised the weapon high enough to fire it instantly if that became necessary. 


The gigantic spider didn’t move. Now at the center of the light’s circle it 


had ceased retracting its rope-legs. Ron noted with astonishment that the 
animal was n able to perceive the infra-red light. There were only a few 
creatures in the Galaxy that possessed this capability. 


Patterson spoke up: “We’re now 30 meters away, Ron. If I go any farther 
back, the searchlight won’t do us much good anymore.” 


“Alright!” Ron replied. “Stay where you are. Meech take a rock and throw 
it up there!” 


Nobody noticed in the excitement that he had called Sgt. Hannigan by his 
first name. Meech responded at once. He slowly bent down to pick up a 
fist-size rock and just as slowly straightened up again. The movement with 
which he hurled the stone was lightning fast and hardly anybody could 
notice it. The stone struck the monster between 2 of its glittering eyes. Ron 
saw clearly how its body was indented under the black fur by the force of 
the impact. 


“Watch out!” Patterson shouted. 


The warning was superfluous. Ron saw clearly enough how the huge 
hemispherical body rose with amazing speed high above its rope-legs and 
swayed menacingly back and forth. The animal had assumed an attack 
position. As if it needed more air than usual in its state of excitement, the 
swelling rhythm of its body quickened. Ron aimed his weapon. He saw 
from the corner of his eye that Meech was also ready to fire. 


A few of the rope-legs began to move. Probing hesitantly, they moved 
down one meter and others followed as soon as the first ones had found a 
firm hold. Then the enormous body suddenly dropped into a new position. 


“One more step like this,” Meech said loudly and clearly, “and we’ll open 
fire.” 


The ropes slithered lower. Ron observed in fascination how the end of the 
ropes found a hold in the smallest fissures that were safe enough to support 
a body which must have weighed about 10 tons — or at least 2 tons in the 
weaker gravity of Afzot. He watched the graceful movements of the legs as 
they pushed small obstacles out of their way and circumvented other bigger 
ones. He was so absorbed by the sight that he almost missed the moment 
when the colossus switched its position the 2nd time. Instinctively he 
ducked and put his finger on the trigger. 


He was startled by a sudden move of Meech. For a second he was 
distracted but he noticed from the corners of his eyes that the huge spider 
body jerked violently. Ron jumped aside in a mighty leap as the monster 
slid toward him with an enormous burst of speed. 


The leap carried him far out of the range of the lamp. 


As Ron sailed thru the air, he turned his head so that he could see the scene 
of the battle. Meech Hannigan stood pressed against the mountain wall. 
Farther to the left he saw the barrels of the other men’s blasters glinting in 
the dispersed light of Patterson’s lamp. 


But there was no sign of the gigantic spider. 


Ron wanted to inquire what had happened but the word stuck in his throat. 
He heard the sound of a voice on his helmet-radio — the voice of a woman, 
mellow and curious at the same time, asking in the Arkonide language: 
“Strange! That runaway isn’t here either. I’d like to know where he’s 
hiding out.” 

Now Ron realized why Meech had made his sudden gesture. “Patterson! 
Turn off your light!” he shouted at the top of his voice, hoping ardently that 
Patterson was still within range of his transmitter. 


2. 
THE WORLD BELOW 


“He’s gone, I learned,” the gray-brown lump thought, rotating in the slimy 
liquid. 

“Yes, that’s right,” was the answer. “Vanished without a trace. It was by 
his own initiative of course.” 


“T’d like to know how that can be done,” the lump thought regretfully. 
“Even if I had the wish to disappear. I would be unable to fulfill it.” 


“We are not yet perfect,” his partner lectured him. “We have the most 
important ones but we still lack a number of organs to attain perfection.” 


“It’s an old story, I know. The question is how does one obtain these 
organs?” 


The partner did not answer the question. 

“Did he ever indicate anything in regard to this?” was the next question. 

“I believe we know only a part of his mind’s content. That part only which 
he wanted to give us and we live with it. The rest of his mind is kept a 
secret from us.” 

“Why?” 

“T don’t know. Perhaps he’s afraid that we would create our own organs 
and run away as Draak did.” 

“That’s possible.” And with the desultoriness inherent in his nature he 
changed the topic. “What happened with that noise up there? Where are 
the Terrans? I must have fallen asleep.” 

“The noise suddenly stopped. There’s no sign of the Terrans. 

“Too bad,” the lump replied, and if he had had a mouth he would have 
sighed. “I would have liked to meet a Terran.” 


ok 


A male voice replied: “We'll find him sooner or later. There’s no hurry 
now. Draak can survive out here. He’s made for it.” 


Ron understood him perfectly. The voice spoke the Arkonide language 
with a distinct accent which Ron Landry had heard before. And now he had 


learned a little more about the mysterious giant spider. 


Patterson had already turned off his lamp. He had probably also heard the 
conversation between the 2 invisible persons and drawn the right 
conclusions. In Ron’s estimation, his desperate jump had carried him at 
least 50 meters away from Patterson. This was too much for his helmet- 
transmitter although he had increased its range a little earlier to 40 meters. 


Ron had made a soft landing and immediately went back toward the others. 
The spider must have noticed the approach of the searchers in some 
mysterious way. It probably had no desire to be captured again and made a 
quick dash for freedom. What Ron had mistaken for an attack was really a 
hasty escape. 


He called Meech who answered at once. Ron ran to him in the dark. He 
turned his transmitter down and inquired: “What and where?” 


Meech replied calmly and without hesitation: “A moderate energy-source. I 
believe it comes from a medium-range ship at an altitude of 3 kilometers 
above our level. Direction 20 degrees, radius-vector close to 14 
kilometers.” 


Ron checked the location. At the time of the observation the ship must have 
been behind the mountain peak at whose base the camp was situated. This 
was favorable. “Could they have seen our light?” he asked cautiously. 


“That is very unlikely,” Meech replied. “From their position they could at 
best have noticed some dispersed light. Unless they were intent on probing 
a weak infra-red light, they saw nothing.” 


Ron felt reassured. The 2 people in the craft were engaged in a search for 
an escaped monster. They were not looking for sources of infra-red light. 
Ron was about to ask another question but Meech had already anticipated 
it. 

“The ship is going away from here,” Meech said. 

Simultaneously Meech heard the feminine voice again: “Are we already 
going back?” 

They probably had to wear spacesuits inside the ship and their transmitters 
must have been set for maximum range. Otherwise their conversation 
would not have been audible. 


“Yes,” the man with the accent replied. “It’s useless. Draak is a clever 
beast. He can hide for weeks if he knows that we’re looking for him. Our 
best chance lies in surprising him.” 


A sigh could be heard unmistakably. “I’d love to know how you do it, Tats. 


How can an animal know that we’re hunting it?” 


“Oh .. . after all Draak is not just another animal,” the man with the odd 
name of Tats replied. “He possesses certain faculties which normal animals 
don’t have.” 


There was pride in Tats’ voice. The conversation seemed to be ended with 
that remark. They didn’t hear another word. 


But Meech remained alert. He followed the course of the ship with his 
positronic senses and in a calm voice informed Ron, who crouched beside 
him, of his observations. They’re flying in a loop toward north and now 
they’re coming back,” Meech explained. Apparently they want to fly down 
the valley. Now they’re 11 kilometers away, direction 355, altitude almost 
zero.” 


Ron’s tension increased. Here was his chance! The ship must have come 
from the hide-out of the Akonians and now it would have to return there. 


Meech followed it without interruption. “They’re slowing down,” he 
announced. Half a minute later he reported: “Only 3 kilometers north of 
here. Their course is due west. They must hit the wall unless...” 


He stopped and Ron saw at the same moment a wedge of bright light 
shooting out from the mountain wall farther up the valley. It had to be 
infra-red light because he saw it thru his filter. Meech didn’t have to say 
anymore. He watched the little disk of the ship in the bright illumination as 
it approached the source of the light and disappeared in the rock. Moments 
later the light was extinguished. 


“Remember the precise spot,” Ron said. “Tomorrow we’ll have to get in 
there.” 


Ron had changed his plan during the night. He didn’t believe that the 
entrance to the Akonian hidingplace, which was big enough to admit flying 
ships, was unguarded. Nevertheless he chose that same entrance. The 
Akonians on Afzot hardly figured that Terranian agents would try to invade 
their hide-out. They still had to assume that nobody knew anything of the 
existence of their base on Afzot. 


Therefore this presented no difficulty. They could force their way thru the 
entrance. But the Akonians would get wind of it — those Akonians whose 
duty it was to guard the entrance. They had to be taken prisoners and 
removed before anybody else became suspicious. Of course the others 


would become suspicious when they noticed that the guards had vanished. 
But on a world like Afzot there were a thousand reasons why a handful of 
men could suddenly disappear. Nobody would guess that they had been 
abducted by Terranian agents. 


Ron therefore assigned 4 men to spirit the prisoners away unnoticed 
through the valley and over the mountainridge to the Gazelle. These 4 
would take part in the attack on the entrance and retreat at once with the 
prisoners. Ron had set the starting time for the action at 10 minutes after 
sunset. If the men would hurry a little they could reach the safety of the 
spaceship before sunrise. 


The same night, shortly after the flying disk had disappeared, Ron Landry 
took his men down to the valley and crossed over to the western wall. 2 
kilometers south of the spot where the concealed entrance was located 
about 50 meters above the floor of the valley Ron Landry halted the march. 
It was only a few minutes before the sun would rise. The stop was chosen 
at a place where they did not expect to be discovered. The men stretched 
out on the ground and tried to sleep a few hours. Meech pretended to be 
asleep as well. Ron depended on him to alert them in case anything 
unforeseen should happen. 


However the 5 hour day passed without incidents. Refreshed by the short 
but deep sleep the men resumed their advance shortly after dusk and 
covered the distance to the entrance of the Akonian base without trouble. 
There was no sign that the opponents had noticed the presence of the 
Terranian agents. The calm was so complete that Landry became 
suspicious. He asked Meech Hannigan to evaluate the possibility that the 
Akonians had learned something about their arrival and remained quiet so 
that they could lure them into a trap. But the information he received from 
Meech was inadequate. He stated that the probability for a negative or 
positive answer was virtually the same. 


In less than an hour the little group reached the foot of the wall where the 
craft had disappeared the night before. Ron had already observed from the 
other side of the valley that a narrow ledge led like a sunken path with a 
moderate incline along the wall till it ended on a 2 meter wide platform just 
below the entrance. The platform had enough space to hold 2 men at the 
decisive moment. However Ron worried about the sunken path. The walls 
were too steep and smooth to give a chance to the most experienced 
mountainclimber. They were also too high, as it became obvious now, to 
save oneself with a big leap favored by the slight gravity. If the Akonians 
really planned to set a trap for them, this was the place. All they had to do 


was block the path at both ends and they would be caught like a cat 
securely tied up in a sack. 


Not withstanding the risk Ron ordered the ascent. He followed as the last 
man, reminding himself constantly that the Akonians had not been able to 
notice their approach. But his anxiety abated only when the little group 
finally reached the stone platform beneath the entrance without being 
challenged. 


The stars provided a faint glimmer and Ron could see the steep smooth 
wall rise a few meters above the ledge. If he hadn’t observed the aircraft 
yesterday flying in he would never have believed that there was anything 
but natural rock at this place. The Akonians had so skillfully constructed 
the entrance that it was perfectly hidden. However Meech confirmed that 
they were at the right place. His reception of radiation from energy 
exchanging machines now was strongest from one particular direction. The 
only explanation for this was that the rock was less massive at one spot 
than at all the others. This indicated the existence of a hollow space behind 
the stonewall. And this hollow space was undoubtedly the passage which 
had yesterday admitted the aircraft. 


The measurements of the opening were approximately known to them. Ron 
posted his men in such a manner that they could rush in thru the door in a 
broad line as soon as it opened. Then he instructed Meech Hannigan to go 
up. The robot forcefully leaped up to a small protrusion about 8 meters 
higher and grabbed it. There he clung strangely contorted and barely in 
view and seeming to listen to the rock. 


None of the uninitiated wondered why Meech had been picked for the 
foray. He was known as a positronic specialist and it was claimed that he 
could open all positronic locks if given enough time. 


And this was the truth if it came right down to it. 


*k 


Meech sensed the suppressed activity of the positronic guard of the door 
the moment he jumped up. The positronic mechanism tried to trigger the 
alarm. Somebody had approached the entrance without beaming the 
required signal. 


But Meech understood the positronic language. By giving a strong 
command impulse he prevented the other positronic system from giving the 
alarm — 2 millionth of a second before it would have succeeded. Then he 
analyzed the brain of the door mechanism. To him it was a brain because 


his own, even though it was much more complicated, was constructed on 
the same principles. The brain of the doorguard was simple, almost 
primitive not surprisingly, as it had nothing else to perform than to receive 
signals and either open the door or trigger the alarm depending on the right 
or wrong signal. Thus Meech was unable to ask it any questions. It was not 
equipped to answer him. He had to examine it component by component 
with a series of quick specialized impulses probing the circuit and coming 
to a dead end when the system was unable to respond. 


By applying this method, he learned in 10 seconds which impulse the brain 
required to activate the opening mechanism of the portal. Then he informed 
Ron Landry that he was ready. 


Ron looked at his men and ordered them to hold their weapons ready to 
fire. “And don’t try to figure out what it looks like behind the wall,” he 
added. It’s bound to look different from what you think and any erroneous 
assumption can only confuse you.” 


Landry made a determined effort to push his preconceived ideas out of his 
thoughts. He wanted to see the access as it was. If he expected to find a 
large hall where there was only a small corridor he would lose a precious 
second to adjust his concentration. In a whisper he ordered Meech. “We’re 
ready. Go!” 


Meech emitted the impulse. He registered the response of the portal’s brain. 
He followed the impulse flowing thru dozens of branches of the circuit, 
passing thru the various filters and finally activating the opening 
mechanism. He knew that the mechanism was subject to its normal inertia 
and he waited a suspenseful second. 


Then he saw at his right a bright crack opening in the gray-black rock and 
watched it getting wider. 


Dor-Par was indeed totally unprepared. 


He had come to his 2 hour watch with the certainty that everything would 
be completely quiet. There were no machines outside and therefore none 
would come in. The portal’s positronic was in order and Adnil, his fellow 
guard, would require at most a quarter hour to inspect the vehicles in the 
hangar. Then they could play Annoj and pass the time. 


At least that was what Dor-Par thought. When the outer door of the 
chamber suddenly began to open against all expectations he realized 
instantly that his anticipation of calm and rest had been wishful thinking. 


As he watched the heavy gate roll sideways with humming and rumbling 
noise and receding into the wall while exposing the dark nocturnal sky, 
Dor-Par flipped the helmet of his spacesuit over his head and hurriedly 
pressed the buttons which made an airtight connection with the collar. 
Without wasting time he dashed to the exit of the spacious glass-cabin 
which served as their guard-room. He shouted for Adnil while he waited 
with desperate impatience till the door opened before him. As usual Adnil 
took his time before he asked sullenly. “What do you want?” 


“Come up front!” Dor-Par panted. “The gate opened. Something is wrong.” 


The door slid open before him and he entered the small pressure chamber 
which connected the airfilled glass-cabin with the semi-vacuum of the 
hangar airlocks. During the few seconds the small pressure chamber 
required to equalize the pressure he was deprived of his vision. 


“So what?” Adnil asked, dull-witted. 


“Come over here, you fool!” Dor-Par scolded him. “Don’t ask a lot of 
questions.” 


“Oh well,” Adnil muttered. 


Dor-Par listened to the rhythmic intervals of his steps as Adnil crossed the 
hangar in wide leaps. He stood in the harsh light of the large hall. Above 
gaped the huge rectangular of the black sky in the night. 4 glittering figures 
stood-waiting on the lower edge of the square and stared down in silence. 


Dor-Par was terrified. He heard a strange voice on his helmet-radio: “Stay 
where you are and don’t say a word!” 


Dor-Par’s first impulse was to shout in alarm but he saw in time that the 
strangers had the barrels of their weapons aimed at him. He counted 8 of 
them. Fearing that he would have to pay with his life for the warning, he 
decided it was too high a price. 


“What are you talking about?” Adnil grumbled in the background. 


Dor-Par didn’t dare to turn his head. The sound of Adnil’s steps became 
louder!” He had to be very close. “What ... !” he gasped in utter 
consternation. “Who is that, Dor-Par?” 


Dor-Par failed to answer. Instead, one of the strangers said: “This goes for 
you too. Don’t move and don’t say a word!” 


Dor-Par’s mind began to work again. He didn’t know what the strangers 
were up to but it seemed impossible that they could succeed. Their helmet- 
transmitters could be intercepted in the back of the hall as well as up front. 
Only one man had to come in thru the inner door of the airlock to hear the 


conversation. The next moment the base would be alerted and Pfamatt 
would call at least 300 men to restore order again. 


Then he remembered that the strangers succeeded in opening the outer door 
of the airlock without triggering the alarm and it occurred to him that the 
intruders might be much smarter than he gave them credit. 


Four of them pushed themselves off the edge of the entrance and slowly 
floated down. Two took Adnil between them and the two others positioned 
themselves right and left of Dor-Par. Dor-Par became curious. He wanted 
to know what they intended to do with him. He turned his head so that he 
could see them thru the faceplate of his helmet. Perhaps their faces would 
reveal to him where they came from. 


He was in luck. Behind one of the visors he saw a tanned face with 2 slits 
of eyes and an upward turned narrow nose. Below the nostrils was a patch 
of hair trimmed at both ends. Terrans, Dor-Par thought. They must be 
Terrans. 


This presented a worrisome situation. Terrans were opponents who had to 
be taken serious. Of all the races in the Galaxy they were the most vigorous 
and determined. Dor-Par wondered if he shouldn’t risk calling for help. But 
before he came to a decision something exploded in his back. A burning 
pain ran down his spine and spread thru his body. He became stiff and fell 
to the ground with a gasp. He was unconscious when his helmet touched 
the gray asphalt. 


Sgt. Pardo put the shocker back in his pocket. “Are you ready over there?” 
he asked without looking around. 

They affirmed his question. Two men seized each of the Akonians by their 
arms and legs and swung them up to the 4 men who had remained standing 
on the lower rim of the entrance. Then they leaped up themselves. 

“Try to reach the other side of the valley not later than sunrise,” Ron urged. 
“Don’t lose a second!” 

Silently the 4 men marched away with their prisoners. Ron followed them 
with his eyes till they disappeared in the dark. Then he glided down into the 
hall. “Close the gate, Meech!” he ordered. 

Seconds later the star-studded rectangular piece of nocturnal sky 
disappeared. 


Ron had already surveyed the hall from the still of the entrance. The 20 


meter-wide opening was about half the width of the hall. Approximately 10 
meters away from the door frame the sidewalls rose diagonally, then 
curved till they met at a height of 20 meters. Long rows of harsh white gas- 
lamps ran along the arched ceiling and seemed to unite in the background 
in an unbearably bright spot of light. There were eight flying ships of the 
type they had observed the night before that glittered in the light of the 
lamps. Ron estimated the length of the hall to be 800 meters. He discerned 
a row of metal doors at the rear of the hall. The thought that one of them 
could open any moment and disgorge a few Akonians bothered him. The 
hall offered few good places to seek cover. 


Nevertheless he took time to make a thorough inspection of the glass-cabin 
where Dor-Par had waited. That the Akonians provided their guards with 
the luxury of a cabin and accepted the disadvantage of a sluggish airlock 
connecting the cabin with the hall had turned out to be an unexpected break 
for them. Dor-Par had lost time closing his spacesuit and passing thru the 
small pressure chamber. If he had reacted promptly it might have come to a 
fight and nobody doubted that the fight would have drawn the attention of 
the Akonians behind the rear wall of the Hall. 


Meech took part in the examination of the glass-cabin. Now he could act 
without restraint. The other 2 members of Landry’s team knew his identity. 
In a few seconds Meech ascertained that no automatic recording machines 
were in the cabin. If the 2 captured Akonians didn’t come back there was 
no way for his fellow men in the base to find out what had taken place in 
there. 


This discovery simplified their condition even more. Now Ron and Landry 
had to tackle only one obstacle — the spacious unobstructed hall. Ron was 
convinced that they would have more than enough opportunities to hide in 
the corridors and rooms beyond the rear wall. Once they had crossed the 
hall they would have overcome the worst danger. 


They proceeded at once to make their way along the row of flying ships. 
They required as much as a quarter hour to gain 100 meters because they 
stopped behind each ship and waited awhile before they dared to go on. 


At the end they realized that they could have walked the entire distance 
without interruptions. None of the heavy doors had moved and the hall 
remained completely quiet. The activity in the Akonian base seemed to be 
minimal. 


Ron asked Meech to open one of the doors. Meech performed the task with 


accustomed speed. The door rolled aside and opened an access to a small 
rectangular airlock chamber. The outer gate closed automatically and air 


began to flow into the cubicle. The opposite door slid sideways and the 
bright light of the pressure chamber painted a white square on the floor of a 
room which was completely dark. 


Ron stepped out, puzzled and suspicious. He felt as if struck by a blow 
from the artificial gravitation beyond the pressure chamber. 


*k 


A blue-gray milky veil-floated lazily in the water. 


Con-Ki studied it attentively, if a little nervously, thru the thick pane of 
glass. Incredible, she thought, that such a little bit of nothing has a mind. 


When the veil reached the pane and spread out in all directions Con-Ki 
pressed a button on the panel of her seat. A gob of brown concentrated food 
sank down in the water. The milky veil reacted at once. It stopped 
spreading. The grotesque form remained still till the gob penetrated the 
cloudy zone of the water. With incredible speed the cloud contracted till it 
became an almost compact mass. In the middle of the mass, now invisible, 
lodged the lump of concentrated food. 


Nothing stirred for a few minutes. Then the veil started to flow again. It 
spread out in the water with smooth movements, simultaneously swimming 
away from the pane of glass. Con-Ki followed it with her eyes till it 
disappeared in the background. 


She made a note on her portable recorder. As she wrote she thought of 
Kule-Tats. 


Lately she had begun to feel that there was something sinister about him. 
The veil in there was his creation. Or, more precisely, he had acquired the 
basic substance and produced the odd creature with a few concoctions. 


But who in the world could have done the same? 


Con-Ki leaned back in her chair and pensively looked into the water thru 
the glass. It would be better to hide her thoughts, she pondered. Every 
biophysicist would have given 10 years of his life to work with a man like 
Kule-Tats. If she revealed that the lucky person she was had her 
misgivings, she would be called ungrateful or hysterical. 


It was not their fault that the Aras were 2 meters tall and terribly thin. They 
couldn’t be blamed for not resembling the masculine ideal of Sphinx. But, 
in the last analysis, this was not what bothered her. It was the cool, almost 
frivolous way in which Kule-Tats manipulated life and death as if they 
were nothing more than resistors and capacitors in a circuit. It was the 


recognition that matters which others treated with reverence and caused no 
more feelings in him than in a robot. 


Ungrateful and hysterical or not — Con-Ki would have preferred to be at 
home and to be a less successful biophysicist. However there was nothing 
she could do to change her position. Afzot was her exile for at least 5 years. 


*k 


The 2d thing Ron noticed was that the visor of his helmet became clouded. 


Although the climate-control rectified the undesirable effect within seconds 
the question remained why the Akonians had built a hot and humid room 
under the surface of a dry and icecold planet. 


Patterson and Randall followed him. Ron warned them of the sudden 
gravitation change. Although they were prepared, they groaned when they 
were hit by the shock. 


As usual Meech was the only one who remained unaffected by the change 
of his environment but he was also unable to explain the reasons for the 
mysterious conditions of the place. 

Meanwhile Patterson had made a useful discovery. “The air is breathable,” 
he declared softly and switched off the dial light of his wristband analyzer: 
“Humidity 100%, temperature 42° Celsius. If you think you can stand it, 
you can take off your helmets.” 

Ron Landry gave his permission. He released the lock of his flexible helmet 
with the push of a button and slipped it back over his shoulder. The blast of 
hot humid air was almost harder to take than the earlier shock of 
gravitation. 

“Phew, it stinks around here!” Patterson moaned. 

“Yes, like rotten sauerkraut,” Meech chimed in. 

Patterson turned around in amazement. “What does a robot know about 
sauerkraut?” he asked amused. 

“Enough to analyze this smell,” Meech replied. 

“Cut out that nonsense,” Ron interjected. “Meech is right. Patterson, turn 
your lamp on!” 

Patterson complied at once. The damp air made the outline of the bright 
light cone visible. The cone swept awhile from left to right in the dark till it 
suddenly caught an object and stopped. 


Ron didn’t trust his eyes and Larry sighed: “Turn your lamp off. It’s 


haywire.” 


But the picture remained. About 30 meters farther ahead stood a full grown 
tree. Its succulent leaves shone blue-green. 


Patterson turned his hand and made the cone shift. Other trees appeared and 
dense brush between them, a matted wilderness, a primeval forest under the 
crust of an infertile planet. 


“Well . . .” Ron Landry said, “ll give a case of whiskey for an 
explanation.” 


However, there were no takers. 


Hesitantly they accepted the fact of the primeval forest’s existence. 


One thing was clear: it didn’t grow naturally. Cold stony deserts like Afzot 
were not suited to produce such lush vegetation under their surfaces. It 
raised the question: what purpose did this jungle serve? 


Ron Landry and his men had come to Afzot to find out what kind of secret 
base the Akonians had built on the planet and whether the work they 
performed had any connection with the arrival of the outer-galactic, half- 
robot and half-organic race of the Posbis. Ron kept these instructions in 
mind as he weighted the alternative of continuing on this approach or to 
turn back to the hall and try another door. 


The forest must have something to do with the problems the Akonians tried 
to solve on Afzot. He might as well stay here and investigate the secret of 
the forest. 


Patterson had switched off his lamp but the picture of the succulent blue- 
green leaves lingered before his eyes. How could a leaf in this dark have a 
color? 


Ron decided to find out if he could answer the question. He ordered his 
companions to go on and instructed Patterson to use his lamp from time to 
time to show them the way. It didn’t look as if any Akonians were around 
in this darkness. Meech received no other radiation than that from the depth 
of the mountain which probably originated from the generator station of the 
base. 


They reached periphery of the forest without trouble. The ground which 
had been smooth and covered with asphalt now changed to dark humus 
glistening in wetness. Ron picked up a handful and smelled it. The crumbs 
had a strong moldy odor. The forest had been here a long time. Generations 


of plants had grown up, died and rotted. Meech also examined a sample. 
He held a thin layer of the soil close before his eyes and switched to 
microscopic sight. Within a few seconds he detected 23 different kinds of 
bacteria, 5 of which were known to him. This did not necessarily mean that 
the other 18 were unknown to Terranian scientists. Meech’s 
microbiological knowledge was extensive but not complete. Other 
information had been considered more important when his memory bank 
was filled. 


The forest turned out to be an almost impenetrable wall. Ron sent his men 
left and right along the edge of the forest but the jungle formed the same 
homogenous mass at all points. Under normal circumstances it wouldn’t 
have presented any problem. The searing beam of his thermo-gun would 
have easily cleared a path thru the most obstinate forest. But the use of such 
a weapon would have produced a strong radiation-field which doubtlessly 
would have been registered by the energy-detectors of the Akonians. Ron 
had no other choice than direct Meech Hannigan to break a path thru the 
thicket. 


Meech proceeded with the force of a stampeding elephant. He left a path 
which was broad enough to let Randall, Patterson and Landry follow 
comfortably. From time to time Patterson pointed the beam of his lamp into 
the thicket but it revealed the same sight of leaves, branches and trees 
wherever he looked. However when Ron asked the robot to stand still and 
the cracking noise he made while plunging ahead ceased for a time, they 
could hear a little of the mysterious activities taking place in the forest. 


Patterson jumped in fright when he heard a growling noise nearby in the 
underbrush which changed to the piercing hum of a bandsaw. He pointed 
his lamp at the place where the noise came from but there was nothing to 
see. Then there was a rhythmic slapping sound somewhere up above. It 
seemed to come from the right and grew louder before it faded on their left. 
Each clap was as loud as the crack of a whip. Ron shuddered at the thought 
what kind of a monstrous flying creature would make such noises. 


Soft, bubbling noises, as in boiling water came from the left. At their right 
seemed to be a leaky steampipe. The hissing was clearly audible. 


“IT don’t know,” Patterson uttered squirming, “but I don’t think I’d like to 
be here all alone.” 


Meanwhile Ron Landry’s thoughts followed another direction. He had 
gained much experience in the jungles of various planets. He knew how the 
more developed animals of a forest reacted to the intrusion of a stranger. 
Ron remembered the strident yowling of the howling hounds on Geron 


when he and his men wanted to set up a camp on the banks of a primordial 
forest. He still had the screeching of the monkeys in the Amazon jungle on 
Terra in his ears and he knew that the animals of the jungles reacted in the 
same manner everywhere in the Galaxy. Provided they had reached a 
certain stage of development. 


By contrast this forest was quiet. There were only sporadic noises and not 
one of them sounded as if they been produced in the usual way by an 
animal’s mouth. Ron concluded that this jungle contained no form of 
higher life. Not higher, Ron mused, than reptiles. 


The thought was far from absurd. In the primordial jungles of Earth, 
virtually no fauna had lived. Why shouldn’t a similar forest exist under the 
surface of Afzot? In a curious way this chain of thoughts led Ron Landry to 
an idea which he continued to explore. It concerned the function of the 
forest, the purpose for which the Akonians had planted it. Ron Landry 
became fascinated by the idea. If he was right then their trip to Afzot would 
indeed discover an important secret. Yet, for the time being, he kept his 
thoughts to himself. 


He beckoned Meech to go on. He followed with his 2 other companions in 
Meech’s wake. Fortunately, Meech found something like a jungle-trail after 
a quarter of an hour. Since the path was much wider they were able to 
make be tter time. 


The robot kept leading the group. Half an hour later he stopped, turned to 
Ron and said in a low voice. “Water ahead of us, sir!” 


Ron listened. He imagined he could hear the splashing of water and became 
intrigued. Did the Akonians put a lake in the forest too? Soon the jungle 
receded at both sides and the light of Patterson’s lamp was broken in the 
surface of undulating water. Patterson raised his lamp and shone the light 
far out. However the beam didn’t reach far enough to expose the opposite 
shore. As Patterson’s searchlight was quite strong it meant that they were 
standing at a regular lake. 


The forest didn’t extend to the shore. A narrow strip of sand separated the 
jungle from the water. Ron searched the sand for tracks. He saw quite a few 
but most of them looked as if a heavy sack had been dragged over the sand. 
Nowhere did he detect the impressions of limbs which seemed to confirm 
his speculations about the fauna of the forest. 


He decided to take a rest for a few hours. As he assumed that the path they 
had trotted was a trail used by some animals for watering he preferred to 
retreat a distance to the side. He didn’t cherish the thought of being 


squashed in his sleep by a monstrous beast on its way to drink water. 


They stretched out on the sand and the soft gurgling of the water soon put 
them to sleep. Only Meech Hannigan stayed awake. With positronic 
alertness he watched in the dark and analyzed each disturbance he 
registered. 


3: 
PERIL AT SEA 


“He is so peculiar lately,” thought the graybrown lump. 


“As if he didn’t have his thoughts quite under control,” replied its invisible 
partner. “It’s called being nervous.” 


“I'd like to know what the cause is of all the people I ever learned to know, 
he always harbored useless thoughts the least.” 


“Perhaps there is something going on which makes him uncertain,” the 
other one surmised. 


“Yes, that’s it. I’d like to know what it is!” 


The strange conversation was interrupted. A stream of vague thoughts from 
outside interfered. 


“He’s coming,” they both concluded and quickly ceased to think. 


The man they had considered entered the room they occupied. Cautiously, 
but full of curiosity, they began to probe the contents of his mind. They 
tried to find out what made him so nervous. But as always he remained 
their master this time as well. Not a single thought betrayed what confused 
him so much. 


The border of the shade moved quickly. When it passed over Ron Landry’s 
head and the full light struck his eyelids, he woke up. 


Startled, Ron jumped up. The light of a warm yellow sun blinded him. He 
raised his hand over his eyes and turned around. A wide expanse of water 
stretched before him as smooth as the surface of a mirror. A mist rose in 
the distance and hid what lay behind it. 


A deep blue sky shone above him. It took Ron awhile to find his bearings. 
He remembered the hangar they had walked thru and the waterlock they 
had passed, as well as the gravitational shock they had experienced after 
that. They had traversed a dark jungle and finally come to a lake. The lake 
was still there but the darkness had vanished. The sun was bright and 
before another hour passed, it would be rather hot around here. 


That’s nice, Ron thought, they added an artificial sun to the cave of their 


primeval forest. 


He looked around to see his companions. Meech Hannigan had already 
taken off again. A row of deep tracks led to the edge of the jungle. He 
could see a narrow hole where Meech had entered the forest. Apparently he 
was after something in there. 


Larry was still asleep. Inside his gleaming spacesuit his chest rose and sank 
with even breathing. Lofty Patterson lay a little farther away. He was not 
yet awake but he had already begun to toss around restlessly and would 
probably soon open his eyes. Ron went over to him. It would be better if he 
saw a familiar face when he woke up. Not everybody is up to the 
experience of looking unprepared at the light of an artificial sun whose 
existence he could not suspect. 


Ron’s caution proved to be beneficial although for a different reason. While 
he watched Lofty who still kept rolling back and forth, he noticed on his 
cheek, half covered by his gray beard, something graywhite wiggle and 
squirm. He knelt down to see it better and observed a worm resembling a 
maggot busily eating its way into Lofty’s cheek. The repulsive creature was 
as thick as a finger and apparently used its chewing appendage with great 
effectiveness. Ron put his glove on his hand, grabbed the end of the worm 
and pulled it out of the wound. A thin stream of blood trickled over Lofty’s 
chin. The hole left by the voracious maggot was at least one centimeter 
deep. He considered it a real wonder that Lofty didn’t scream in pain. 


Overcome by a feeling of nausea, Ron threw the ugly thing far out into the 
lake and watched with satisfaction as it hit the water and sank. At the next 
moment the water began to churn. For a fraction of a second glittering 
scaly backs became visible. Then the spectacle was over and the lake was 
as calm as before. With relief Ron concluded that the lakedwellers had 
quickly and effectively finished off the loathsome maggot and that it also 
proved that it would be simply suicide to go swimming in the lake. On 
second thought he realized that it would have been better to resist his 
feeling of disgust and to have kept the maggot in order to examine it 
closely. The whole incident was quite remarkable — considering the fact 
that Lofty did not seem to feel any pain. 


In the meantime Lofty had regained consciousness. He sat up in the sand 
and looked around, befuddled. “Oh, for heaven’s sake,’ he groaned, 
“what's this... ?” 


Ron calmed him down and observed him carefully. “This cave is obviously 
more complete than we have believed until now,” he explained. “The 
Akonians have equipped it with an artificial sun which explains why the 


leaves of the trees are so green.” 
Lofty’s eyes were still darting around restlessly. “Where is Meech?” 


“I don’t know. Somewhere back there. He probably has discovered 
something.” 


Lofty slowly relaxed. He yawned and slid his hand across his chin. When 
he put his hand down again, it was smeared with blood. He noticed it in 
astonishment and inquired: “What’s this? Did something bite me?” 


Ron asked with curiosity. “You really don’t feel anything, do you?” 

Lofty shook his head. “No, what am I supposed to feel?” 

Ron informed him of what had happened. In doubt Lofty touched his cheek 
and put his finger in the hole. “Incredible,” he muttered. “I don’t feel a 
thing.” 

Ron nodded and looked pensive. 

“How’s this possible?” Lofty wanted to know. 

“It’s an anesthesia-worm,” Ron replied absentmindedly. 

“A what... ?” 


“An animal that secretes a pain-killing substance at the same time as it bites 
so that the bite won’t be felt.” 


Lofty stared at him, open mouthed. “There . . . there is no such thing,” he 
protested, stuttering. 


Ron shook his head. “Of course not,” he admitted. “I mean, no such animal 
is known to science of today. But try to imagine what could be done with 
such a creature. A horde of such beasts could devour a whole army and 
nobody would even feel it.” 


Lofty Patterson got the idea Ron pictured. “You mean ... somebody ... ?” 
He hesitated. 


“Yes. I mean, somebody breeds these animals. The Akonians, to be exact. 


“In the meantime Larry Randall had also woken up. Ron and Lofty’s 
conversation had helped to lessen his surprise by the artificial sun. 


“That would indicate,” he interjected, making an all-embracing gesture 
with both arms, “that this cavern is nothing but a gigantic lab, doesn’t it?” 


Ron nodded. “Yes, I’m afraid that’s what it is,” he said earnestly. 


ok 


Two or three seconds later they heard Meech Hannigan’s loud voice. 


“Watch out! Danger! he shouted. “Come here!” 


Ron turned around as if bitten by a snake. Behind him, at the edge of the 
forest, Meech stood waving his arm excitedly and clamping something 
under his other arm which Ron was unable to make out. To the left of 
Meech and a little farther inside the forest, a gray object which looked like 
an airballoon rose above the treetops. Meech pointed toward it although he 
was unable to see the thing from where he stood. He kept shouting: “Come 
here! Quickly!” 

Ron jumped up. “On your feet!” he ordered angrily. “Meech is serious.” 


Lofty and Larry began to run while Ron stayed behind for a moment. The 
balloon kept inflating more and more as if somebody used a strong 
compressor to pump it full of air. It continued to rise from the forest and 
Ron finally got going as well. It was hardly more than 100 meters to the 
point where Meech stood. Ron had barely covered half the distance when 
the wall of the jungle burst open with a loud crash and a formless, leathery 
monstrosity bulged forth from the trees. It looked similar to the thing that 
seemed to float farther back above the trees. It did not appear to move away 
from its place but simply grew as if blown up. A gray, leathery bulb of 
huge dimensions spread toward Ron who was so fascinated by the sight 
that he stopped moving which, by a hair, would have been the end of him. 


In a sudden push the unshapely monster blew itself up so wide that its 
elastic surface touched Ron. Ron wanted to run away but was unable to do 
so. The material of his spacesuit adhered to the sticky skin of the strange 
creature. He realized that he had to act quickly if he wanted to escape the 
trap and tried to pull his thermo-beamer out of his pocket. But at the same 
moment he moved his arm the beasts skin followed him, tightly enclosing 
his entire body and his arm. 


All went dark around Ron. The swelling skin had closed the last gap so that 
Ron could no longer see anything. The body of the strange animal exuded 
an indescribable smell. Ron coughed and nausea choked his throat. As he 
shook his body, the skin engulfed him so tightly that he was forced to 
remain motionless. 


He heard a muffled, fizzing sound and saw erratic lights flashing before his 
eyes. Streams of sweat ran down his body. 


The stench became unbearable. Ron realized in horror that what he had 
assumed to be sweat was really something entirely different. The skin of 
the monster discharged a liquid and it was this liquid which smelled so 
terribly. Despite the panic which had seized him, Ron took only a second to 


recognize the significance of the process. The animal had surrounded him 
from all sides. He had become its victim. In other words, it had eaten him 
and now it began to digest him. 


In a state between consciousness and fainting Ron made a last effort to free 
himself. With all the strength he had left he stemmed against the sticky 
wall surrounding him. He tried to spread his arms and raise his feet. A wild 
rage filled him to the breaking point and he screamed without knowing it. 


Deeply discouraged he soon found out that he achieved no success 
whatsoever. The wall failed to budge. Unconsciousness was about to 
overcome him. His muscles became limp. Ron Landry surrendered to his 
fate. 


As if fate had decided to have some fun with him, Ron suddenly heard a 
whistling, hissing noise. At the same time he noticed that the fiercely 
encompassing pressure diminished. He was able to move his arms again 
and began to push his elbows mightily away from his sides until he pressed 
far enough to reach the grip of his weapon. He pulled out the beamer, 
raised the barrel and fired. 


Who could know what would happen if he released the enormous energy of 
a thermo-beamer in such a restricted space. Ron did not care. An arm-thick 
beam of white heat drove into the repulsive hide of the beast. A gust of hot 
air hit Ron’s face. It sizzled and crackled all around him. The first shot had 
created an opening through which he could crawl. He advanced as quickly 
as possible, firing continually. The heat took his breath away but he noticed 
that he made headway. The animal must have a limit to its size somewhere 
and if he proceeded in a straight line he would finally break out of its skin. 


Strange things were going on above him. The hissing sounds changed 
intermittently to blustering bubbling noises. A violent storm seemed to pass 
over Ron’s head. The animal was thrown around in convulsions, tossing 
Ron from side to side. However, with a singlemindedness produced by the 
fear of death, he worked his way forward in a straight line, inflicting mortal 
wounds on the monstrous beast with his beamer. 


Later he was unable to remember how he succeeded in making his way out 
into the open. During the last minutes he kept going in a desperate mood 
without thinking, like a machine. He only knew that he suddenly saw the 
bright light of day again. He slid down the incline of a slick skin and 
landed on the wet sand. He heard excited voices. Somebody grabbed him 
under his arms and pulled him quickly across the sand. Ron was barely able 
to hold his head up. He heard a dull sound and looked around. Behind him 
on the sand lay a wide expanse of gray skin, spread unevenly like the hull 


of a balloon from which the air had escaped. Ron had trouble believing that 
it was the body of an animal that, only a few minutes earlier, had tried to 
digest him. 


As in a kaleidoscope, astounding and disconnected, he perceived his 
surroundnings. He saw the green wall of the forest and a row of balloons, 
hovering motionlessly in the air above it. When he turned his head, he saw 
two legs in a shiny spacesuit, presumably belonging to Meech Hannigan, 
moving hastily, as the sand slid away under him. To his right, Lofty 
Patterson appeared with a worried expression in his eyes. “Are you 
alright?” he asked. 


Ron let his head drop. It looked like a nod and seemed clear enough. 
“Over here!” Larry shouted from somewhere. “I got the motor going.” 
A motor, Ron wondered. What’s he talking about? 


Suddenly his feet were raised from the sand. Meech had lifted him up and 
the next thing he felt was a soft cushion at his back. He faced a light-green 
wall of plastic metal. Somebody exclaimed: “Let’s go!” 


There was a hum and water began to splash. The rim of the forest quickly 
disappeared and Ron saw only the blue sky above him. Nobody paid any 
attention to him. He gritted his teeth and sat up. 


What he saw puzzled him. He was in a boat in the shape of a pontoon 
which slightly raised itself as it skimmed over the water. Larry Randall sat 
in front of him at the steering wheel. He had to turn around to see Lofty 
Patterson and the robot. They kneeled at the stern and apparently observed 
the land which quickly receded behind the vehicle. “Hey! What’s going 
on?” Ron inquired in a croaking voice. 

Lofty turned toward Ron and replied hastily. “We don’t have time now. 
They’re coming!” 

Ron looked up. The row of giant balloons had started to move. They left 


the land and headed toward the water. There could be no doubt whom they 
were after. 


Con-Ki found it difficult to conceal her insecurity. “The abdomen is 
finished,” she said for the second time to the man who sat motionlessly at a 
desk with his back toward her. “What shall I do with it?” she added after a 
pause. 


The tall, thin man slowly turned around. With protruding eyes, which 


reminded Con-Ki of a frog, he looked at the girl. “Firstly, it’s a posterior 
body and not an abdomen,” he corrected her sternly, “and secondly, I 
thought, that we had it all discussed.” Con-Ki became angry. “I know,” she 
retorted, “but it wouldn’t be the first time that you changed your mind. 
Before I start my work, I would like to hear again if everything remains as 
before.” Kule-Tats calmly and slowly made a gesture of affirmation. He did 
not seem to pay full attention, but it was difficult to draw valid conclusions 
from Kule-Tats’ facial expressions. “Yes, everything is still the same,” he 
replied deliberately in the unusually high voice common to all Aras. It was 
remarkable that he still made a dignified impression even when he spoke. 
“Make sure that the posterior body is properly connected to the supply 
apparatus. Then you will start the modification tests as planned. The 
organism has been constructed to withstand a new environment every 10 
seconds. It makes no sense to reduce the intervals of ten seconds even 
more, because we would wind up with a being that can exist only in a 
series of quickly changing environments, whereas we want to get one that 
can adjust to all conditions, regardless of their duration.” He told me this at 
least 5 times already, Con-Ki thought. Something must have gone wrong. 
He never repeats his arguments. She glanced once more at the high, 
windowless room where Kule-Tats conducted his theoretical studies and 
turned around to leave. However she stopped again before the door opened 
before her and looked back. 


Kule-Tats had followed her with his eyes. 


“Is something bothering you?” Con-Ki asked. “Not that I want to intrude in 
your private affairs but lately...” 


The Ara interrupted her with a tired gesture. “Yes, I do have problems,” he 
admitted, “but I can’t talk about it yet. When the time comes, you’ll be the 
first to know.” 


Con-Ki left. She considered it to be strange enough that Kule-Tats had 
admitted having any troubles. Deep in thought, she walked along the 
brightly lit corridor leading to the entrance of her lab. At the door she 
studied the wide room with a pensive look. At the rear wall was a large 
window which connected the lab to the test measuring instruments. Rows 
of test chambers were located at both sidewalls, separated by glass 
partitions. The center of the lab was filled with control panels, cabinets 
containing drugs and hormones, and a positronic calculator console. 


Con-Ki walked over to one of the test chambers and looked thru the pane 
of glass to see the posterior body of a worm-like creature. The skin was 
graywhite, almost colorless under the perpetual, artificial light. The body 


was attached to a number of thin hoses originating from a box in the rear 
right hand corner of the room. Con-Ki focused her attention on the regular 
pulsation of the partial body. It was the living piece of an animal. It 
possessed all the organs which normally existed in the posterior section of 
a maggot-like insect, and was kept functioning by the lines to the box in the 
background. 


Con-Ki took a reading of the temperature in the test chamber, 315°K. 
Humidity, 38%. Gravity, 1.5 normal. 


Next to the glass was a control panel. Con-Ki leaned over the press a 
button. Hesitating for a moment, she firmly pushed the button into the 
panel. 


From then on the posterior body of the worm was in a witch’s cauldron. Its 
environment changed every 10 seconds, abruptly and without transition. 
Temperatures of 100° changed to those of 400°, the humidity suddenly 
fluctuated between zero and 100%. The force of gravity went from 1.5 to 
0.8. Storms raged and died down in the test-chamber. The light ranged 
from a blue white inferno to a glowing red and rose to a poisonous green. 


Yet the partial maggot calmly endured all upheavals. It was a piece of a 
perfect animal, an animal that was able to withstand any environment. A 
creature that could live almost anywhere on the planets of the Galaxy 
without artificial support. 


Con-Ki felt proud and disgusted at the same time. 


*k 


Ron had a weapon, too. He did not have to lie down and watch the others 
do all the work. He crawled to the stern of the boat. 


Meech turned his head and said quietly: “Sir, I must call your attention to 
the probability that your physical condition .. .” 


Ron waved his hand hastily. “Very good, Meech. This is not the time.” 


He began to cough and a sharp pain jabbed his lungs. He reached the hull 
of the boat between Lofty and Meech and was glad he could hold on. Then 
he drew his weapon and released the safety lock, wondering why he had 
not lost it in the turmoil. “What kind of spooks are these?” he asked, 
panting. 

Lofty wanted to answer but Meech intercepted him. “Creatures of a 
completely alien structure,” he explained, “not even faintly related to any 
of the known Galactic species. Their muscles possess the capability to 


produce airless vacuums inside their bodies. This makes them buoyant and 
enables them to fly. In their normal state, they are a shapeless mass, the size 
of a Terranian pig. We have not been able to recognize organs on their 
bodies and it isn’t clear to us bow they manage to direct their movements.” 


Ron had a few more urgent questions but Meech exclaimed. “I believe 
they’re now within range of our fire.” 


The first of the balloons approached the boat at an angle. Ron could tell 
from the moving water that the speed of the boat was considerable, perhaps 
50 or 60 knots per hour. But the balloons had no trouble whatsoever to 
keep up with their speed. 


“Now a few words about the strategy of our defense,’ Meech said quietly 
but quickly. “It is not sufficient to hit a balloon just once. They have a 
certain ability to close inflicted wounds immediately. This is what makes 
them so dangerous. It requires at least 7 to 9 bits to bring down a balloon. 
The shots must be fired in quick succession because the animals carry out 
their attack with extreme speed as soon as they notice any resistance.” 


Ron raised the barrel of his weapon, took careful aim and pulled the trigger. 
The enormous energy of the thermo-beamer discharged with a resounding 
hiss. A glowing white stream shot thru the air and hit the balloon. Ron saw 
that it made a hole as big as a head in the leathery hide which immediately 
closed up again. 


The next moment Ron realized why Meech Hannigan had advised them to 
press their attack swiftly. At first the balloon dropped down like a stone, 
causing Ron to believe that it had been fatally hit and that Meech’s 
observations might have been erroneous. He expected the wounded animal 
to crash into the water. Instead, it caught itself just above the surface of the 
water less than 50 meters from the stern of the boat. Then it advanced with 
the power and speed of a hurricane. 


“Now it’s going to get us,” Lofty coolly commented next to Ron, putting 
his right forearm on the rim of the boat and firing a high speed volley of 3 
shots. The balloon was now almost close enough to touch. When Ron saw 
the gray wall loom in front of him, he frantically fired burst after burst 
against the beast. Whistling and hissing, the air surged thru the open 
wounds into the vacuum inside the body. 


The balloon collapsed. The empty hull smacked against the water and 
began to sink. 

Meanwhile, Meech bad taken on the other pursuers. Ron paused to watch 
him shooting when he saw that there were already 6 more balloons whose 


hulls were disappearing in the water. Meech fired only once at each 
balloon. At least that was how it looked. But actually he fired 10 shots each 
time in a lightning fast sequence. 


Without Meech, Ron reflected, all would have been lost from the outset. 
Meech picked off the adversary like clay pigeons in a shooting gallery. 
They did not have a chance to get near the boat. When 16 of them floated 
on the water or had gone under, the others seemed to realize that they 
would be unsuccessful, too. They veered off and slowly drifted away 
toward the land. 


Ron leaned back and wiped the sweat from his brow, “Good heavens,” he 
groaned, “what a beastly nightmare!” 


He felt miserable. He dropped down on his side and rested a minute on his 
right elbow. Lofty kept looking over the railing and watched the deflated 
balloons submerge in the water. Meech got up and peered in all directions. 


“Hey!” Ron exclaimed, “you still owe me an explanation. Where did you 
get this boat? And how did I escape that ghastly beast?” 


Maintaining his scrutiny, Meech replied: “The second question is easier to 
answer, sir. Captain Randall and Patterson managed to get away safely. 
When we saw the animal seize you, we started to shoot at it. In fact we 
experienced the same thing you just saw. The skin contracted 8 times over 
a fresh wound but apparently it lost this special knack at the 9th shot. The 
body slumped and this gave you a chance to escape, sir.” 


Ron sighed. “And I thought I had done it all by myself. Go on! How about 
the boat?” 


“I found the boat . . .” Meech paused almost imperceptibly and then 
continued in a louder voice: “Captain Randall! Rough water ahead! 
Something is approaching us at high speed.” 


Ron sat up and stared ahead. Larry, too, stood up in order to gain a better 
view. “I can’t see a thing!” he shouted. The wind carried his words to the 
stern of the boat. 


Ron narrowed his eyes and discovered far out at the horizon a thin, 
shimmering white line which extended to the left and right as far as he 
could see. Foam, he thought. A big seawave or something like it. “Can’t we 
steer around it?” he asked Meech. 


Meech shook his head. “‘No, sir. It seems that we are located in the middle 
of the turbulence zone. It’s too far to go left or right to get around it. 
Nevertheless, we’ll have to keep to the left. Each meter we get closer to the 
end of the front can make the difference between life or death.” 


He had spoke loud enough so that Larry could hear him above the draft 
wind. Larry spun the steering wheel around and veered sharply to the left. 
The boat almost leaped out of the water and sped forward with increased 
velocity. 


Peering thru the windshield, Ron could see the whitecaps of a wave 
growing higher. He realized that they were facing a huge swell of water. 
Larry had changed course and they were traveling at an angle of 45° to the 
direction of the white crest of the wave. It was the course offering the best 
chance for escape, although this chance was dreadfully small. 


Lofty Patterson leaned openmouthed against the wind and watched the 
crest of foam. “My goodness,” he muttered, “what can this be?” 


He didn’t expect an answer and didn’t get one. Ron observed in dismay 
that the flood of water rose higher than a house. It was still several 
kilometers away and could grow 4 or 5 times higher when it reached the 
boat. 


Suddenly, Meech declared: “It’s a herd of animals! They must be terribly 
hungry and they’re going after the beasts we shot down.” 


*k 


Con-Ki soon lost interest in the piece of worm which stood up perfectly 
against the artificial vicissitudes of weather and changing surroundings. 
She looked at the clock and determined that it was time for her daily tour of 
inspection. She welcomed the opportunity with relief and was glad that she 
could leave the lab for a few hours. 


She pondered about Kule-Tats as she descended in the antigrav shaft to go 
to her boat. Basically, she had nothing against him. He was normally a nice 
person although “nice”, referred more to his manners than his looks. 
However, she considered him to be somewhat sinister. All people who 
failed to show due reverence for the ultimate secrets of creation appeared 
sinister to Con-Ki. 


What does “due reverence” really mean, she wondered as the brightly lit 
lower exit of the shaft came into sight. Perhaps this is just another 
prejudice. I must take a little more time to think about these questions so 
that I can understand Kule-Tats better. 


She decided to give it some thought and her apprehension dwindled a little. 
Nevertheless, she was glad to find the boat wharf and the long, narrow dock 
at the 500 square meters of black, placid water empty. She had now no 
inclination to engage in the chitchat to which she was usually forced to 


listen. 


Con-Ki walked along the dock and the row of boats. She could have taken 
anyone of the boats but she had made it a habit to use the Kathy. There did 
not seem to be much activity here lately, since her boat was still at the same 
place where she had left it 20 hours earlier, only 3 boatlengths away from 
the waterlock. 


Con-Ki jumped down on the deck and slid into the pilot-seat. She pushed a 
button on the panel and a firm skin of plastic metal rose from the sidewalls 
and formed a tight enclosure around the girl. Long slits of transparent 
material ran along the length of the hull, permitting an unobstructed view in 
all directions. In addition, Con-Ki stabilized the hull with a sustention-field 
whose generators she activated by pressing a second button. Then she 
started the engine, and the inner gate of the waterlock began to open at the 
same moment she left the dock. 


The girl remembered the numerous excursions she had undertaken — before 
Kule-Tats had appeared on the scene. Her thoughts had only been 
perfunctorily distracted from Kule-Tats and now returned again to the Ara 
scientist as the boat glided into the waterlock. The inner gate was shut and 
the water level began to rise under the glaring light of the lamps. Why had 
Kule-Tats come to Afzot in the first place? For years, none but Akonian 
scientists had worked here. They had built the biggest biochemical lab in 
the Galaxy, a lab with different sections which reproduced on a grand scale 
all the conditions for life prevailing almost anywhere on the planets of the 
Galaxy. Nearly everybody in the Galaxy believed that the Aras had a 
monopoly on research in the field of bio-chemistry and bio-physics. 
Nobody mentioned the achievements of the Akonians, the reason being that 
Sphinx had secluded itself from the rest of the world. However, the 
Akonians were reasonably convinced that their knowledge did not lag 
behind that of the Aras. 


Why then did they call in Kule-Tats, the Ara? What was so special about 
him? Why did they put all experimental facilities of the base at his disposal 
and gave him priority over all the others? 


Con-Ki recalled that Kule-Tats had arrived at Afzot about the same time 
when they heard rumors that a non-Galactic race had appeared in the Milky 
Way. To be exact, Kule-Tats had shown up some time after the rumor 
circulated. Con-Ki had never bothered to find out whether there was any 
truth to the rumor about the alien race. Only now did she suspect that there 
could be a connection. 


In the meantime, the waterlock was filled with water. The boat floated 


upward on the murky water. The lights went out and for a few seconds all 
was pitchdark beyond the transparent panels. 


Then a blurred spot of pale light appeared as if somebody had switched on 
a lamp at a great distance. The boat started to move without any action by 
Con-Ki. It passed the gray shadow of the outer gate’s struts and left the 
waterlock. As soon as she had cleared the waterlock, Con-Ki tilted the bow 
up and drove the boat with increased speed forward. After a few minutes 
bright sunlight flooded thru the panes. The boat dipped gently when its bow 
shot too high out of the water. Then it settled smoothly on the level of a 
huge sea. 


There was no need for Con-Ki to set her course. The memory-bank of the 
boat knew where she wanted to go. She leaned back in her seat and looked 
dreamily at the calm surface of the water. 


Suddenly, a whippersnake emerged from the water at starboard. It lifted its 
upper body to a height of 15 meters and wildly thrashed its numerous thin 
whip-legs. Con-Ki studied it in fascination. 


It’s getting too warm for it. It’s time that we put in a winter day. 


*k 


There was another place on Afzot where the mood was rife with 
apprehension. Pfamatt, the commander of the Akonian base, a scientist 
himself, racked his brain to figure out what had happened at the northeast 
airlock. The two guards, Adnil and Dor-Par, had vanished without a trace. 
There was no sign whatsoever that a fight had taken place at the airlock. 
Moreover, no alarm was given. The hangar behind the airlock was 
undisturbed and, as far as Pfamatt could tell, there was no trespasser inside 
the base. 


In other words, the whole matter was a mystery. Although Adnil and Dor- 
Par both had disappeared with 2 spacesuits, he had no reason to assume 
that they had embarked on their own on some investigation of the land of 
Afzot. In such a case they probably would have used a vehicle instead of 
walking. 

As a cautionary measure Pfamatt alarmed the base. It made him feel rather 
uncomfortable since he did not know what he warned against. The state of 
alarm was kept in force for several hours. When nothing happened it was 
called off again, although Dor-Par and Adnil were still among the missing. 
Life on the base returned to normal. The scientific personnel had never 
noticed the incident at all. 


4. 
THE ADAPTIVE ULTIMATE 


The thought was nagging. 
“IT believe I’ve got a clue concerning his anxiety.” 


The graybrown lump turned its attention to the speaker and inquired: “Did 
I miss something again while I slept?” 


“I guess you did. He was here a little earlier. This time he didn’t quite 
succeed in shielding his thoughts. He was thinking about Terranians.” 


“Terranians ...” the lump reiterated, mulling over the idea, “I'd like to 
know what kind of beings they are.” 


“Maybe we’ll encounter them,” was the hopeful reply. “He was so excited 
about it as if they were somewhere in the neighborhood already.” 


ok 


With a thundering roar the wave crashed against the boat and tossed it high 
into the air. Ron Landry gripped the railing and looked down below where 
the water bubbled with the shiny bodies of exotic animals. Their broad, 
scaled backs bristled with sharptoothed crests. The slippery bodies of 
nightmarish sea-serpent were twitching above tangled graywhite tentacles. 
The entire mass was in vehement motion which stirred up the gushing flood 
before them and hurled the small boat out of the water. 


Ron felt it in his stomach when the boat sailed over the high point of its 
flight and fell back toward the water. He heard a warning shout above the 
roaring turmoil and tightened the grip of his hands on the railing when he 
suddenly saw the tentacles of the glittering bodies close enough to touch. 
The boat smashed into the water and a painful blow hit Ron’s chin when 
his head was knocked against the rim of the boat. Then the worst was over. 


The boat rocked crazily but it had withstood the force of the impact and 
was intact. 

A lump of shapeless flesh smacked on the seat next to Ron. He hastily 
picked it up and threw it overboard back into the water. A sticky substance 
smeared his fingers and he wiped his hands on his suit without looking at it. 


“We got thru!” Meech suddenly shouted. 


As yet there was not much to indicate this. The water was turbulent and the 
boat performed a perilous dance. But the animals had passed and Ron could 
see them rush away in a long line to the east against the light of the sun. 


Exhausted, he slumped back in his seat and stared mutely at the blue sky. 
Finally the water and the boat calmed down and all that was left of the 
turmoil was the droning sound of the wave in the distance like the rolling 
gears of heavy machinery. 


Ron slowly gathered his thoughts. Too much had happened at once during 
the last few minutes. 


They had almost perished in a hell of the Akonians’ making. What was the 
purpose of their endeavors? Was it really a kind of lab, as he had originally 
believed, or had they already found this strange “World below the World” 
when they first came to Afzot? 


He looked around and determined that there was no land in sight except in 
the rear where they had left it. This was no lake — it was an ocean! 


Then he remembered that there still were a few things on which he had not 
yet received any information. He slowly got up and went to the front of the 
boat. There Larry was busy adjusting the original course of the boat again. 
Meech followed him without being asked. Lofty remained seated where he 
was and glanced at the ocean. 


Ron sat down next to Larry. “How did we get into such a spectacular 
mess?” Ron wanted to know. 


Larry looked at him, grinning. “Sorry, but I don’t know half of what’s 
going on either,” he replied. “Why don’t you ask our know-it-all?” 


Ron turned around. “Well, Meech, let’s hear from you!” 


“Essentially,” the Robot replied, “there are only 2 facts which I have not 
yet reported to you, sir. This morning, shortly after sunrise, I gave up my 
guard-post because all seemed quiet around our camp and I had observed 
an animal rummaging in the forest for some time. I thought it felt safe and 
stalked it in order to catch it which I managed to do. Coincidentally, I made 
a discovery which probably would have come too late had I stayed at my 
post. I found out that a number of other animals had approached the Camp. 
They were so small that I didn’t consider them dangerous at the time. I 
ignored them and went to work on a second plan I had in mind. 


“It seemed to me that your theory that this subterranean establishment 


represented an experimental station was correct. If this was the case, it 
occurred to me that — assuming of course, there would be something on the 
other shore of the ocean in which the Akonians interested enough to travel 
over there — some kind of a vehicle must be closest to the spot where we 
had passed thru the airlock. That place should be in our immediate vicinity 
because we had taken the shortest way and come in a straight line to the 
camp. Indeed eventually I succeeded in locating this boat where it was 
hidden under some bushes. 


“Almost at the same moment when I discovered the boat, I noticed that the 
little animals I had mentioned began to move. They blew themselves up 
and grew like balloons. The aspect implied a certain danger. Therefore, I 
rushed back to the camp to warn you which was the best I could do under 
the circumstances. I had to call you over to the boat which was our only 
chance of escape. I’m happy that we finally managed to get rid of the beasts 
after all.” 


Ron stared at him in astonishment. “You’re happy?” he said. “So...” He 
paused in midsentence, remembering something else. “Where is the animal 
you caught?” 


“T’ve got it right here,” Meech said quietly, reaching into his pocket. “It’s 
one of the balloons in the deflated state.” 


Ron jumped to his feet with a speed as never before. He flung himself back 
and hit the windshield. “Have you lost your mind?” he shouted at Meech. 
“I’m glad we got rid of these beasts and you...” 


Meech smiled amiably. “There’s no reason to be afraid, sir,” he explained. 
“[’ve killed it with an overdose of gamma-rays when I picked it up even 
before I recognized its true nature. It’s harmless.” 


He stretched out his hand which held a small, gray lump, 3 or 4 centimeters 
in diameter. Ron gaped at it incredulously and reluctantly came closer. 
“You’re nuts,” he challenged the robot.” Those balloons had a diameter of 
at least 20 meters. Are you trying to tell me that in their normal state 
they’re only so...” 


He did not finish his sentence and looked inquisitively at Meech. Instead of 
an answer Meech extended his hand farther and Ron hesitantly touched the 
gray thing. It felt dry and hard. He wanted to pick it up but somehow it 
failed to move. Helping him, Meech lowered his hand and let the gray ball 
roll off. 


Ron’s hand was instantly hit by a smashing blow. He couldn’t understand 
what happened. There was a crashing clap, and the boat shook violently as 


the lump landed on the deck. 


Ron flinched and gaped at the baffling ball. Lofty came from the back with 
swaying steps, chuckling loudly, and said: “He’s played the same trick on 
me already.” 


“And you found it amusing to see me fall for the same dumb practical 
joke,” Ron growled, feigning anger. 

“No, not at all,” Lofty shook his head and tapping his finger on Meech 
Hannigan’s hard chest, “he’s asked me to keep quiet.” 


Ron looked at the Robot, perplexed. “You’ve asked him .. .” 


Meech made an embarrassed gesture of apology. “I’m sorry if I’ve 
frightened you, sir. I reasoned that it might be a welcome relief to have 
some fun and to take your mind off the excitement we just went thru.” 


“Thank you,” Ron replied dryly, “you almost accomplished that.” He 
pointed to the gray lump. “I don’t want to handle it again. How much does 
it weigh?” 

“182 kilograms, sir.” 

Ron shook his head incredulously. “What’s its density?” 

“About 6000 g/ccm.” 

“Great Scot!” Larry grunted. “How’s that possible?” 


“Although its structure consists of conventional matter in accordance with 
physical principles,’ Meech obliged him with his answer, “it’s molecular 
and atomic forces can be influenced — probably by the brain of the animal. 
Their combinations can be varied as desired, thus creating matter of less 
density and increased volume while maintaining the same weight. The 
intermolecular forces are manipulated and the substance of the body is 
transformed into the skin of a balloon. The skin encloses an airless space 
when the animal wants to fly. It...” 


“Wait a minute,” Ron interrupted him. “You’re describing the alternative 
state. In its normal state, you said, the body has an approximate density of 
6000 g/ccm. You haven’t answered Larry’s question yet. What kind of 
material is it which normally possesses such enormous density?” 


Meech grimaced in embarrassment. It looked so real as if he could 
genuinely feel such an emotion. “Did I forget to mention this?” he asked. “T 
guess I did. The explanation is that the atoms are probably more like 
mesons. Due to their greater mass the revolution of mesons are 
substantially smaller than the size of atoms which is the cause of the higher 
density of the substance.” 


The lecture met with amazement and silent doubt. After a pause Meech 
Hannigan continued: “Please, don’t regard me as the highest authority in 
such difficult matters. My knowledge is too limited to give definite 
information in such borderline cases of extremely advanced theories. 
However, I’ve carefully studied this object and found a variety of special 
characteristics so that I can safely state that it either consists of a matter 
which is unknown in the Galactic world . . . or does not even exist in our 
Galaxy.” 


Ron listened carefully. “What is the probability for the first explanation?” 


“I can only make a guess in answer to your question, sir,” Meech said 
modestly. The number of Galactic worlds is not precisely known. We 
estimate that only one percent of all planets have ever been visited and 
explored in the history of Milky Way by members of the 3 most important 
races. Nevertheless, we can make certain conclusions about the nature of 
otherwise completely unknown worlds following the laws of 
astrophysiology, one of whose main tools is the spectroscope. Fortunately, 
we are quite familiar with the conditions under which mesonic atoms occur 
in the structure of matter. Therefore, it is fair enough for me to say that 
among the worlds studied by our astrophysiologists, these conditions have 
not been found to be present. In consideration of the fact that some worlds 
could not be observed by astrophysiologists for one reason or another, we 
can assume — barring the unforeseen surprise that these conditions do occur 
on one of these worlds — that the body-substance of the baloon-animals did 
not come from our Milky Way.” 


“Why would it be a surprise?” Ron inquired. 


“Because one must assume that the conditions for the structure of mesonic 
atoms are not restricted to a single solar system. These conditions can only 
have been created due to certain developments in the course of the 
evolution of a stellar universe and we would be forced to concede that our 
scientific research has failed to discover an important phase in the evolution 
of the stellar systems. It’s such a remote probability that I would figure its 
deviation to be less than 0.0001.” 


Ron did not reply. A bell rang somewhere in a recess of his mind. Did the 
circle close here? Did the mission to Afzot which until now did not seem to 
fit into the frame of events that had taken place in the Galaxy in the recent 
past turn out to be the main political action after all? To date there were 
only two known non-Galactic races — the Laurins and the Posbis. However, 
the Posbis could hardly be called a race in the regular sense. Actually, they 
were robots but a relatively small amount of organic substance was built 


into their strangely formed bodies which enabled them to feel emotions. 
The Posbis’ hatred of all purely organic life was completely non-robotic 
and stemmed from the little bit of organic mass in their bodies — as 
paradoxical as this may sound. 


Ron doubted that the Akonians had captured a Laurin. It would not have 
been any easier for them than for the many Terranian task forces which had 
attempted it and for which they had fought tooth and nail without success. 
The Laurins were invisible and incomprehensible because nobody had been 
able to come face to face with one of them to gain a clear impression, much 
less capture them. Nor were the Posbis easy prey for the hunter but with 
sufficient skill, it was possible to catch them if one spent enough time and 
effort on it. 


But what’s the use? Ron reflected. The balloon animals are certainly not 
Posbis. They were only made of some stuff which did not occur in our 
Galaxy. 


“One more question, Meech,” Ron said suddenly. “Could this substance be 
artificially produced?” 


Meech shook his head. “We don’t have a lab in this universe which is well 
enough equipped to create stable mesonic atoms.” 


Ron looked around. The boat was back on its previous course. At this 
moment, when they least expected it, Meech Hannigan made an 
observation. “Land almost straight ahead, sir,” he explained. “An island.” 


Of course, none of the other three could discern it yet. A few minutes 
passed before a flat strip of land emerged before their eyes in the hazy 
distance. But then Meech already had something new to report. “Source of 
energy located,” he announced. “A boat with running engine is in the 
vicinity of the island.” 


The warm sunshine had caused Con-Ki to retract the protective canopy into 
the hull of the boat. The breeze blew over the windshield. The island came 
in sight. Con-Ki made the boat lift a few centimeters from the water and 
drove it with a strong push almost a full boatlength up the flat shore. She 
slowly got out and stretched out on the sand, folded her hands under her 
head and looked at the blue sky. 


The girl relaxed for a few minutes. Out here, it seemed impossible to think 
long about Kule-Tats and spoil her mood by contemplating his artificially- 
bred weird animals. When Con-Ki finally rose again to pick up her 


instruments from the boat, she was as happy and content again as she had 
always been before the Ara had arrived. 


Conscientiously she explored the nearby waters with a small radar probe. 
She observed a series of signals which reflected the presence of a swarm of 
twelve-eyes. She looked at her watch and nodded in approval. This was the 
time when the twelve-eyes could be expected to arrive here, because it was 
spawning time for the tri-peds and there was nothing the twelve-eyes liked 
to eat better than tri-peds. 


She kept searching the water patiently and it took only a few more minutes 
to notice the blurred, unsteady reflexes which were produced by the 
swollen bodies of the tri-peds. Although the tri-peds were much bigger than 
their worst enemies, the twelve-eyes, they had insufficient means of 
defense. They were no match for the twelve-eyes with their paralyzing 
poison, their powerful tentacles which were as thin as a spiderweb, and 
their ability to pick up rocks from the bottom of the sea and launch them as 
projectiles. 


Con-Ki watched the reactions of the twelve-eyes with utmost attention. 
They now had discovered the swarm of tri-peds who, undoubtedly, were 
also aware of their dangerous foes. However, they had come here to spawn 
as they did every day at this time and nothing would keep them from 
performing this function, regardless of how many of them would be 
devoured by the twelve-eyes. 


The twelve-eyes now proceeded to attack them. They raced toward them 
with steadily increasing speed and invaded the swarm of tri-peds. It was a 
pitiful sight to watch the attempt of the tri-peds to maintain their line of 
movement, driven by the vital urge to spawn. But the twelve-eyes quickly 
raised havoc with their perfect coordination. The tri-peds were scattered in 
all directions and disappeared from the radar screen as soon as they were 
eaten by the twelve-eyes. It took only 15 minutes to satisfy the appetite of 
the voracious predators who consumed 3 or 4 times their own weight in a 
short time before they abandoned the decimated tri-peds and headed out to 
the open sea. 


Con-Ki was filled with professional zeal. The twelve-eyes versus tri-peds 
experiment was one of the most important ones conducted at the moment 
and she was proud that she had been assigned to carry out the project. The 
tri-peds were a relatively highly developed species of animals and the 
twelve-eyes merely served the role of an unavoidable interference. They 
were robbers such as could be found anywhere on the surface of planets. 
The question was: Did the rapacity of the twelve-eyes win out over the 


fertility of the tri-peds? When this question was answered, the great project 
of Akonian biophysics would reach a new stage and take a further step on 
the way to the goal: the universal being that would survive in any 
environment as a species. 


Con-Ki made a few notes on a writing pad which she had brought from the 
boat. The radar instrument was still in operation because she continued to 
observe the departure of the tri-peds after finishing the process of 
spawning. She wished to determine whether the twelve-eyes had developed 
some method of communication which would enable another swarm of 
twelve-eyes to attack the tri-peds during their retreat. 


Con-Ki put the pad aside and watched the small green radarscreen. She had 
not expected to find anything so soon on the screen but a bright, irregular, 
jagged spot appeared almost in the center of the scope, causing Con-Ki to 
jump up in surprise. 

Out on the water, about 200 meters from the shore, a boat swiftly 
approached the island. It was occupied by several men. Con-Ki quickly ran 
to her boat to get the belt with her blaster. She put it around her waist while 
she watched the boat. 


The men wore suits which Con-Ki had never before seen in her life. 


ok 


“She has noticed us,” Lofty Patterson exclaimed. “Gee, I wish I'd wear as 
little as that!” 


Larry Randall looked at the island thru his binoculars. He agreed with 
Lofty. The girl was dressed for the warm temperature. She wore some kind 
of short pants, ending high above her knees, and a blouse-like top. That 
was all, as far as Larry could see. She probably did not sweat half as much 
as he and Lofty. 


Then she ran to her boat and picked up a belt with a holster. Larry watched 
as she put on the belt and he began to laugh. “She means business,” he told 
Lofty. “She wants to shoot us.” 


He reduced the speed of the boat and let it slowly drift the rest of the 
distance to the island. The girl on the beach pulled the weapon from the 
holster, released the safety catch and held it ready to fire. When the boat 
had come within 20 meters, she shouted: “Whoever you are! Raise your 
hands above your heads and come out!” 


Larry studied her carefully. He saw curiosity and uncertainty on her face. 


The weapon in her hand seemed to give a little confidence but she was 
anything but ready to fight. She had spoken Akonian and Larry answered in 
the same language: “We don’t have hostile intentions! You don’t have to 
be afraid of us. But I can’t put my hands up right now because the boat 
would run aground.” 


The girl seemed to accept the argument. She hesitated a couple of seconds 
before she warned Larry: “Don’t make a suspicious move!” 


Larry beached the boat. When it had come to rest, he asked the girl: “Shall 
we get out?” 


“Yes. Come closer so that I can see you.” 


She continued to keep her finger on the trigger of the blaster. The situation 
appeared to be dangerous. Anything could make the girl nervous and cause 
her to pull the trigger regardless of her intentions. 

“May I repeat again, young lady.” Larry began using a charming smile, 
“that we don’t come as enemies. Besides, we’re completely at your mercy. 
Please, don’t get nervous. It would be a pity if you’d fire by mistake, 
wouldn’t it?” 


Larry was a medium-sized, slender man with brown hair. He could boast 
that he seldom failed to make a favorable impression on Terranian women. 
But this was a different situation. Akonian girls might judge men by other 
standards. The one before him, for instance, reacted to affable behavior 
merely by lowering the barrel of her blaster a few millimeters. 

“Who are you? And where do you come from?” 

The question could be expected and Larry’s answer was shrewdly planned 
before: “We’re Terranians and we came somewhere from the east.” 

Con-Ki was so startled that she almost dropped her blaster. She had to pull 
herself together in order to regain her self-control. 

Terranians! 

The race that only a few generations ago had ventured from their home 
planet into the cosmos and immediately gained a great deal of attention. 
Terranians, the people who had repeatedly caused serious difficulties to the 
empire of Akon and thwarted all Akonian attempts to subjugate Terra or at 
least render it harmless. 

Terranians, the youngest and most vigorous race of the Milky Way! 

The shock waned and Con-Ki’s curiosity grew by several degrees. She 
studied the younger one of the two men and found that she liked him — 
perhaps a little too much considering that he was a Terran. The other one 


looked old and jolly. It was hard to believe that he had ever done anything 
in his life except amuse himself. Con-Ki’s gaze returned to the younger 
one. In her mind she compared them with the men with whom she worked 
in the lab and found them suddenly to be dull and dry as bone in contrast to 
the Terranians. 


“How did you get in?” she asked, trying to speak in a firm voice. “And 
what do you want here?” 


Larry slowly sat down on the sand. “Ill answer your first question later,” 
he began. “The answer to the second is: We wish to find out what the secret 
of the work is which the Akonians carry on at Afzot and would like to 
determine if it is something we ought to know, too.” 

Con-Ki hid her surprise at the voluntary confession. “So you’re spies,” she 
declared. 

Larry nodded nonchalantly. “You might call us that,” he admitted. 

“Do you know that we’re making short thrift of spies?” she asked. 

“No, I don’t,’ Larry replied. “There are no interstellar conventions about 
the treatment of spies. Pll be interested to find out how the Akonians 
handle them. By the way, now that we’re in your power, you could tell us 
what this is all about, couldn’t you?” He made a cautious gesture which 
encompassed the entire ocean. 


“What you see here,” Con-Ki explained willingly and not without pride, “is 
a region for biophysical experiments which we’ ve built ourselves .. .” 
“Yes, I can figure that out myself,” the Terranian interrupted with offensive 
indifference. “But what are you breeding here?” 

“A creature that will be capable of living in any conceivable environment.” 
The Terranian whistled thru his teeth and nodded in appreciation. “And 
what did you achieve?” 

“The results are very promising, especially since Kule-Tats has joined us.” 
“Kule-Tats? Who is he?” 

“An Ara scientist. He has made more progress in a few weeks than we 
accomplished in a whole year.” 

Larry nodded again. This time he was not surprised. “Good,” he said 
finally. I think that’s the man we want to take with us.” 


Con-Ki was so astonished that it took her awhile to show the derisive grin 
which the stupid remark deserved. “I’m afraid,” she scoffed, the only ones 
who will be taken anywhere are you, namely to Sphinx where you'll be 
subject to a trial.” 


The Terranian danced up at her. “That’s what you think!” he replied and 
rose to his feet. Then he added: “Now you better drop your weapon. The 
fun is over.” 


Con-Ki stared at him with wide-open eyes: “Why should I?” 
“You better look back!” 


At first she wanted to follow his suggestion but then she feared that it might 
be a ruse. Larry saw her hesitate. “We’ll move around with you,” he 
offered. “Turn slowly around and we’ll stay in your line of fire.” 


Without waiting for her reply, he slowly began to walk and Lofty followed 
him, leaving Con-Ki no choice but to turn around as well. When the jungle 
came into her field of vision she saw the two men standing at the edge 
under some bushes with their weapons poised. 


She wanted to jump back to reach her boat but before she could take the 
first step her brain was struck like lightning. 


Meech Hannigan had decided that in view of all those weapons ready to be 
fired, it was advisable to make use of his shockbeamer in order to avoid any 
undesirable accidents. 


When Con-Ki regained consciousness, she saw the face of the brown- 
haired Terranian close above her. She was immediately aware of what had 
happened. She could think of nothing else but: They have captured me! 
I’ve got to give an alarm before they invade the inner base. 

The already familiar face faded away and another one appeared. It was 
serious and purposeful. Two gray eyes looked at Con-Ki as if she were a 
piece of merchandise whose quality had to be determined. 

“How do you feel?” inquired a deep voice which belonged to the face. 
“Fine, thank you,” Con-Ki retorted defiantly, “just as you’d expect 
somebody to feel after a nerve-shock.” 

“We’re sorry that we had to act in this manner. But if you consider our 
situation you’ ll realize that we couldn’t do anything else.” 

Con-Ki raised her right hand, turning her palm upward. “What difference 
does it make?” she said scornfully. 

“I wouldn’t say that,” the unknown voice said with a hint of warmth. 
“We’re very much interested in your well-being — because you’ll lead us to 
Kule-Tats as soon as you get back on your feet.” 


Con-Ki balked instantly. “No, Pll do no such thing!” she shouted at the 
blond Terranian who, without batting as much as an eyelash, warned 
quietly. “Don’t be too hasty. We know very effective methods to reverse 
hasty decisions. Although we don’t like to use them, we won’t have a 
choice in a case like this.” 


Con-Ki closed her eyes. Naturally, she thought, Terranians! They’ll pull 
out my fingers one by one till I tell them what they want to know. 
Barbarians! 


“Please, get up!” the voice said. 


Con-Ki obeyed. At the moment she saw the two boats, she had an idea. 
Furtively, she checked the watch on her arm. Her heart beat faster when she 
saw how late it was. Only one more hour till sundown. Yes, this was her 
only chance! 


The Terranians talked to each other in a language Con-Ki could not 
understand. The tallest among them, the one with the gray eyes and blond 
hair, pointed alternately at both boats. Apparently they tried to decide 
which boat to choose. It made no difference to Con-Ki because her plan did 
not depend on which boat they used. 


The tall, blond one finally picked Con-Ki’s boat. He told her to get in and 
directed her to the seat in the rear. The place was very unfavorable and 
Con-Ki had to give up her intention of carrying out her plan unnoticed. But 
this did not deter her. The result would be the same — as far the base was 
concerned. She did not allow herself to consider her own safety under the 
circumstances. 


The slender one, to whom she had first talked and who was called Larry by 
the others, sat down at the steering wheel of the boat. Con-Ki noticed that 
he operated the controls skillfully and quickly. For a fleeting moment she 
felt admiration for him, then she remembered that admiration was the last 
thing to bestow on a Terranian spy. How did they manage to get in? she 
wondered. 


How could 4 Terranians land on Afzot and enter the base without being 
noticed? And why were they interested in Kule-Tats? 


She was angry that she had permitted them to outsmart her. If she had 
caught on that there were two more Terranians who sneaked from the rear 
of the island thru the jungle while she interrogated the first two, the 
situation would be quite different no. The idea was not far fetched. She was 
simply too surprised to think of it. 


They started the boat and asked Con-Ki about the course. She willingly 


gave the correct information. Larry shifted the engine into high gear and 
the vehicle shot slanted across the water. 


The blond man went to the rear and sat down next to Con-Kin “How long 
will it take us?” he inquired. 


“At this speed a little more than an hour,” she replied. “But don’t raise your 
hope. As soon as you get thru the waterlock . . .” 


He silenced her with a wave of his hand. “Don’t worry about us,” he 
advised her. “We’ll find a way. Anyway, I came to tell you something.” 


Con-Ki looked at him in astonishment. “Thank you, but I don’t have any 
patience to listen to stories.” 


“Never mind, you’re going to listen to me,” he declared in a voice which 
tolerated no contradiction. 


Then he began to talk. He did it so skillfully that he gained her attention 
from the very beginning. The more so, because what he had to report was 
indeed of great interest. The story dealt with two non-Galactic races which 
a few months earlier had invaded the Milky Way and caused a lot of 
trouble to the combined fleets of the Terrans and Arkonides. His story 
described how different these two races were from anything known in the 
Galaxy and that they had first of all to find out what the nature of the 
invaders was, what made them tick, and how they communicated, before 
they could undertake to fight them. 


Then his report proceeded to draw the connection with Afzot. In the bodies 
of certain animals a substance had been found which was of extra-Galactic 
origin. Con-Ki was familiar with these animals since they were Kule-Tats 
latest creations. They suspected that Kule-Tats had obtained the substance 
from the bodies of one of the alien races and conducted experiments with 
them. However, without prior knowledge of such a fact, the Terranian and 
Arkonide governments had appealed to Sphinx to join in the defense 
against the adversaries. This request was denied several times. Following a 
faint suspicion, a Terranian taskforce had landed on Afzot. He now 
believed to have proof that Kule-Tats worked with the biomass which 
everybody in the Milky Way tried to obtain. In view of these facts it was a 
logical conclusion that they had to contact Kule-Tats and take him, if 
necessary by force, to a lab on Terra. 


“T understand,” Con-Ki replied after the Terranian had finished, “that you 
feel your actions to be justified. However, you can’t expect me to help you, 
unless of course you agree to surrender to the administration of the base as 
soon as we have passed thru the waterlock.” 


The Terranian smiled derisively. “You know full well what would happen 
then. The administration of the base is bound to obey the edicts of the 
government at Sphinx. Do you really believe they would lift a finger to 
help us? They’d lock us up and send us to Sphinx as fast as possible.” 


“Tm afraid you’re right,’ Con-Ki admitted. 


She peered over the side of the boat. The sun touched the water in the west 
and would disappear completely in a few minutes. 


“We'll have to follow our original plan,” the blond man said. “I’d advise 
you not to interfere with us.” 


Con-Ki stood up as if she wanted to stretch her legs. She quickly surveyed 
the situation. Larry sat in the pilot seat and next to him was the fourth 
Terranian whom they called Meech. The old man with the beard leaned 
against starboard. He was not in her way. 


“Only once,” Con-Ki said, and before the Terranian understood that she 
referred to his advice, she jumped forward in one leap and stood behind the 
two Terranians on the pilot bench. She leaned forward and pushed the 
button of the ejector mechanism. She threw herself back and tumbled over 
the second bench aided by the boat which gave way under her in a violent 
jerk. Up front was an enormous crash. Con-Ki rolled over on her back and 
tried to see what she had accomplished. 


She searched the dark blue sky for the spot where the white dot of the 
parachute should have appeared with the pilot-bench dangling from it and 
the two Terranians floating down. But there was no white dot and as far as 
Con-Ki looked, none could be found. She was consternated by what she 
had done. Did she kill the two men? Where were they? 


The bow of the boat looked as if it had been hit by a bomb. The ejection 
had ripped out the pilot-seat together with the steering mechanism and 
hurled it into the air. The device had been designed for the case that the 
boat was attacked by an animal against whom the defense equipment of the 
boat and its occupants were insufficient. The propulsive charge had been 
calculated to safely remove the pilot and his companion from the dangerous 
vicinity of the attacking animal. Only the pilot seat was equipped with this 
device, the reason being that these boats never took off with a crew of more 
than two men. 


Con-Ki got back on her feet. A hand touched her shoulder. She flinched. 
The tall Terranian said in a friendly voice: “You miscalculated. Look in the 
other direction!” 


She turned her head obediently and was dumbfounded when she noticed 


the two figures floating toward the boat on the left. A few moments later 
she recognized the faces of the two missing Terranians. They could not 
have been hurled away more than 100 meters. But this was incredible! 


The blond Terranian seemed to read her thoughts. “What is the normal 
weight for this ejector?” 


He must have watched me when I searched the sky, Con-Ki surmised and 
replied: “300 metric pounds.” 


The Terranian laughed. “See, that’s where you made your mistake. One of 
the two alone weighs about ten times as much.” 


Con-Ki thought he was poking fun at her but at this moment the first of the 
two swimmers reached the boat. It was the quiet one with whom Con-Ki 
had not yet spoken a single word. He grasped the side of the boat and 
pulled himself up in a move which looked smooth and effortless. But the 
boat almost capsized. Con-Ki had to embrace the blond Terranian to keep 
from falling. 


“He consists mostly of plastic metal,” the earthling chuckled, “he’s a robot 


” 


5. 
HELL FROZEN OVER 


Amazement was all the gray-brown lump could feel. Then he received a 
thought from his invisible partner. “Are you still there?” 


“Yes,” the lump answered confused and troubled from the bottom of his 
container. “What’s going on?” 


“He'll take us away.” 
“But where?” 


“How do I know? He’s still thinking about the Terranians and it’s 
becoming more evident than before.” 


The lump calmed down a little. Given a chance, it could turn out to be quite 
interesting. 


About this time Pfamatt recalled the strange circumstances under which 
Kule-Tats had received permission to work at the Akonian base of Afzot. 
From Pfamatt’s point of view it looked that one day Kule-Tats had simply 
appeared with a letter of confirmation by the central government at Sphinx 
in his hand. He unloaded his ample baggage and went to work at once. As a 
matter of routine, Pfamatt had requested a confirmation from Sphinx. 
Credentials could be forged. But Kule-Tats’ letter was in order and, 
moreover, Pfamatt was directed to regard Kule-Tats’ wishes as commands 
and to give priority to his project, adding as explanation that the Ara was 
working with a new biophysical substance that promised success in one 
year. The original Akonian plan had eluded them over a period of 50 years. 
Under the weight of so much scientific and bureaucratic pronouncement, 
Pfamatt had yielded and no longer questioned the role of Kule-Tats as 
virtual commander of the base. 


However, now he had some afterthoughts. Adnil and Dor-Par had not yet 
returned and there was no explanation for their disappearance. Did Kule- 
Tats bamboozle the government at Sphinx for the purpose of infiltrating 
Afzot and bring in other Aras? Were more Aras already inside the base 
after eliminating the two guards? This was easily possible with an ally 
inside the base. 


The longer Pfamatt thought about it, the more plausible his suspicion 
became. Even for such a highly developed race as the Aras, the 
installations for biophysical experiments on Afzot would be a prize to covet 
and it would not be surprising at all if they tried to take over the base. 


Pfamatt decided to talk to Kule-Tats in the hope that the conversation 
would furnish him a clue. He walked to the section of Kule-Tats’ lab 
wishing that he would run into Con-Ki on the way. 


However, he found neither Con-Ki nor Kule-Tats. Nobody had seen the 
two during the past 3 hours. Instead Pfamatt found a written message on 
Kule-Tats’ desk with information that rendered the Ara above suspicion 
and also shed a little light on the incident involving Adnil and Dor-Par. The 
message read as follows: 


A commando group of Terranians has invaded the base. These men are 
extremely dangerous. I am going to locate them and will try to thwart them. 
Please remain calm but call an alert for all men. I have a code-transmitter 
and intend to intercept the Terranians in the southern zone of Sector C. 
Please rush help when I send the code signal. I left without delay and have 
notified the commander. An allegation of a fact which was as yet unknown 
to Pfamatt. He rushed back to his office and indeed found a message from 
Kule-Tats, just released by the transmitter, which repeated the hastily 
written information he had just read at the desk of the Ara. So this was the 
explanation. Terranians had invaded the base. How they had accomplished 
this was something Pfamatt was at a loss to understand for the time being. 
But they would be caught and thoroughly interrogated. Too bad that Kule- 
Tats had left all alone but he did not want to interfere with him. He was 
intelligent enough not to run any unnecessary risk. Pfamatt alerted his 
men. Unfortunately there were not too many of them because most of them 
had been evacuated from Afzot after the incident with the fragment- 
spaceship. However there would be enough to capture a handful of 
Terranians. 


The temperature dropped 40°C. within 5 minutes. The concern about Con- 
Ki’s scanty clothes detracted the men for a while from their most important 
problem. But the girl rejected their attention. 

In the meantime it had become obvious that the boat could not be repaired 
again. If they could trust Con-Ki’s information, then the distance to the 
waterlock was still about 20 kilometers. It was rather hopeless to cover 


such a distance by swimming. 


Moreover, they now experienced the enormous drop of temperature. 
Although Con-Ki refused to say so, Ron Landry was convinced that the 
weather in the huge cavern was artificially created by the Akonian 
scientists and that Con-Ki knew exactly how low the temperature would 
eventually sink. However, he was loath to force her confession. Secretly he 
admired her intransigence. At the moment she suffered the most from her 
own ruse. 


When the cold reached minus 30° C., Meech took off his spacesuit and 
made her put it on. At first she struggled weakly but she was already half 
frozen. 


The darkness around them was impenetrable. There were no stars included 
in the artificial sky of the cavern. The calm surface of the water froze over 
with fantastic speed. Ron had a crazy idea. If this continued, they could 
walk the last 20 kilometers across the ice. The idea took on a more concrete 
shape when the temperature finally dropped to minus 73°C. after 20 
minutes where it held steady. The ice was now so strong that it would hold 
Meech Hannigan without fail. Ron made a decision. They would proceed 
on foot. Meech was instructed to carry Con-Ki on his shoulders since they 
were afraid that she would resist the march and slow down their progress. 


Meanwhile they had closed their spacehelmets. The transmitter in the 
helmet worn by Con-Ki was turned off as a precautionary measure. In 
addition Lofty had the prudent foresight to remove all weapons from the 
holsters. The girl was in no position to cause more trouble. 


They advanced quite rapidly. After 5 minutes the beam of Lofty’s lamp no 
longer reached the boat they had left behind. By taking advantage of the 
smooth surface of the ice they should be able to cover the distance of 20 
kilometers in approximately 3 hours. 


Ron wondered what had happened to the animals of the sea. There was 
little doubt that at such forbidding temperatures the water would freeze to a 
depth of several hundred meters. Would the animals freeze too? They were 
creatures at a lower stage of life and survived conditions which were fatal 
to every highly developed from of life. 

Ron kept in mind that the Akonians tried to create a universally adapted 
creature on Azfot and it should also be able to withstand a cold of more 
than minus 70°C. But when he contemplated what torture these animals 
had to suffer, he felt almost sick. 


They had walked for nearly half an hour when Meech Hannigan suddenly 


stopped. “We’ ve overlooked something,” he said loud enough for everyone 
to hear. “The boat has an automatic emergency transmitter. It just turned 
itself on and is sending signals giving its position. I can hear them very 
clearly.” 


Meech had spoken Akonian. When Con-Ki heard him she felt as if her 
world had collapsed and she was seized by despair. 
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Ron did not lose his cool reasoning for a single moment. The emergency 
call would attract aircraft which would locate the wrecked boat and 
presumably the five people stranded on the ice. 


There was only one way out — down! 
“Meech, put the girl down!” Ron ordered. 
Meech complied at once. 


“Let Lofty give you your heavy blaster and start cutting a tunnel thru the 
ice!” 

He heard somebody breathe heavily. Meech took the receiver which Lofty 
handed him and said quietly. “May I express my agreement, sir, that this is 
the only way to go.” 


“You’re making me feel better,” Ron replied sincerely. “Keep away from 
Meech. It’s going to get pretty hot.” 


This warning was addressed to all the others. They moved away from 
Meech and stood about 5 meters behind the robot’s back. Nobody had to 
watch Con-Ki anymore. There she stood with dropping shoulders, 
apparently having abandoned all thoughts of resistance, but Ron still kept 
an eye on her. 


Meech now put the thermo-beamer to work. In less than a second he had 
determined the optimum fanning angle and the appropriate beam output. 
An energy blast of medium opening and moderate brightness shot from the 
barrel and ate into the ice with instant effect. A hole opened in the crust of 
the ice and was pushed deeper at an inclining direction. After a minute the 
hole was already so big that Meech could slip in and the others lost sight of 
him. 

Two minutes later he announced: “I’m now 20 meters inside the ice, sir. I 
believe you can begin to follow me.” 


Ron followed him silently. The tunnel which Meech had carved out was as 
high as a man. Meech had opened the angle of the energy beam much 


wider but the melting water froze again at the bottom of the opening, 
leaving just the right height for the passage. Meech waited for Ron at the 
end of the path. 


“How fast can we go like this?” Ron asked. 


“The best we can do will be about 3 kilometers an hour,” the robot replied. 
“And only if we cut the passage forward in the horizontal direction. The 
melting water won’t freeze rapidly enough.” 


Meech resumed the operation of the thermo-beamer. The enormous energy 
released by the blaster melted the ice and torrents of molten water gushed 
down the walls of the tunnel formed in a continuous line. The bottom of the 
tunnel was filled with water and it took a while before the terrible cold 
made it freeze again. Lofty, who was at the end of the line, sometimes had 
trouble pulling his boots out of the newly formed crust of ice which caused 
him to vent his feelings with some colorful language. 


Ron still had a lot of questions. As Con-Ki appeared to be at the low point 
of her resistance, he decided to pose them now. Con-Ki appeared to be at 
the low point of her resistance, he decided to pose them now. Con-Ki gave 
him the information willingly. Now he knew how deep the gate of the 
waterlock was located under the surface of the water and how its opening 
mechanism functioned. He also learned how to proceed beyond the 
waterlock and where they could hide if necessary. After answering all his 
questions Con-Ki also told him why all this information would be of no use 
to him. “Two hours after sunrise the temperature will go up again,” she 
explained. “The temperature will climb from its present value to 290°K. 
The ice will melt very fast and we don’t have a chance to reach the 
waterlock before then.” 


The automatic emergency signal of the damaged boat was promptly picked 
up but because Pfamatt wanted to keep all his men ready to assist Kule- 
Tats to the best of his ability he dispatched only one aircraft to rescue the 
occupants of the disabled vehicle. 


The aircraft returned an hour later and reported that a boat was stuck in the 
ice and that there was no trace of a victim. Pfamatt gave up any further 
search. It seemed impossible to him that a serious disaster could have 
befallen anyone in the base. The person in the boat, whoever it was, 
probably had started to walk back and would show up in the morning. 


He put the matter out of his mind and concentrated his attention on the 


southern zone of the C-Sector. 


The prospects were desperately slim but not entirely hopeless. 290°K. were 
no more than about 17°C. Not particularly warm but it would depend on 
the capacity of the heat generator how quickly the ice melted. Perhaps they 
could gain a few more hours. 


Besides, there was always the possibility of surrendering to the Akonian 
authorities. Although this would reveal that Terra attempted to obtain 
information in a most undiplomatic way it would merely require some 
high-pressure diplomatic tactics to straighten the affair out. On the other 
hand, Ron decided, it would be worth trying if he could thereby save the 
life of 4 people and a valuable robot. 


In the meantime they silently continued their advance 30 meters under the 
cover of the artificial ocean’s ice. The mass of ice now started to move. 
Because ice has more specific volume than water the frozen ocean took up 
more space than in its liquid state. It had started to freeze at the top and 
then spread to the bottom. The expansion of the ice was limited down 
below. The ice either pressed against the unyielding solid ocean floor or the 
water was not frozen all the way down, in which case it pushed against an 
incompressible mass of water. 


Therefore the ice was forced to break the upper crust and it did so in a 
fearsome manner. 


They had walked for about an hour when a thundering clap reverberated in 
the world of ice. Larry Randall saw that the girl beside him shuddered in 
horror. Although Meech immediately furnished the explanation, it did little 
to diminish the devastating impact of the glacial activity. 


The roar never ceased after the first thundering blow. It sounded as if 
gigantic blocks split up all over in a tremendous flood of ice. One such 
crack occurred in the immediate vicinity of the tunnel and they could 
clearly hear the fiercely hissing sound made by the air as it rushed into the 
suddenly created hollow space. 


After another hour the searing beam of Meech’s heavy blaster suddenly 
broke thru into empty space. Ron looked over Meech’s shoulder into a 
narrow, deep crevasse whose bottom he was unable to see with his 
powerful lamp. Two enormous blocks of ice had been pushed up. They left 
a deep cleft between them. The path which Meech had blazed with his 
thermo-beamer ended almost exactly in the middle of the frontal face. The 


opening was the same distance away from both sidewalls and the bottom of 
the crevasse was out of sight. The situation looked more than ominous. 


Ron left it up to Meech to make a decision. It was useless to resort to an 
organic brain in a situation like this. Meech with his capacity to consider 
ten thousand possibilities in a second and evaluate them logically against 
each other was the only one who could help them in their predicament. 


But at this critical moment Meech stood motionlessly at the mouth of the 
tunnel, acting as if he did not know what to do next. 


“What’s the matter, Meech?” Ron inquired, annoyed. 


Meech took a few seconds before answering. Above them was an open 
field and they assumed that a patrol was searching the surface to find the 
pilot of the wrecked boat. Extreme caution was advisable. “I don’t receive 
any stray radiation,” he finally explained. “There is no vehicle in our 
vicinity.” Then he added as if the idea seemed funny to him: “Unless it is 
one with a gasoline engine.” 


It took Ron a while before he grasped the full consequences of that opinion. 
He spun around and asked Con-Ki: “Do you think it’s possible that they 
abandoned you already?” 


“No,” Con-Ki answered feebly. “The search must be going on with 
increasing urgency.” 

However Meech was unable to make a finding. The air above them was 
clear. 


Ron made a quick decision. “We’ll go up! Meech, open a way in the wall 
of the crevasse. If they really have given up the search we’ll probably make 
better time on the surface of the ice.” 


Meech went to work again. The blaster cut a wide path along the face of 
the cleft. When he reached the sidewall he preferred to use the method he 
had followed before and began to melt the ice in a tunnel which ascended 
gradually to the top. In less than 10 minutes they bad reached the surface of 
the frozen ocean. 


The surface looked quite different from what they bad expected. It was no 
longer a smooth sheet of ice as before. Huge blocks of ice towered before 
them. In the light of Ron’s lamp the field looked like a boulder-strewn 
landscape of the moon. They would make better headway here than down 
in the tunnel — but it would not be significantly easier. 


Meech continued to assert that no vehicle was in the neighborhood. Ron 
trusted him although Con-Ki insisted that it was unthinkable that the rescue 


action bad been given up so soon. She was confused and apparently did not 
realize that her warnings tended to help the Terranians more than to hurt 
them. 


“Something important might have happened at the base in the meantime,” 
Ron tried to explain his refusal to heed her warning. “Perhaps they were 
forced to discontinue the rescue mission. Meech is never wrong in such 
matters.” 


They resumed their march. It was a tortuous climb over slippery barriers of 
ice and down the steep slopes of valleys. Where the obstacles became too 
great they had to walk around them. In spite of the difficulties Meech 
claimed after half an hour that they bad advanced faster than down in the 
tunnel. 


The night was nearing its end and the first glimmer of day appeared in the 
east. The Akonians bad simulated the artificial day in the territory of the 
experiments to match the conditions on the surface of Afzot. The night 
lasted only 5 hours. 


Soon the sun rose above the horizon, a pale red globe without noticeable 
heat radiation. 


The ice field began to glisten and as it brightened Ron scoured the 
surroundings to detect any Akonian vehicles but it was in vain. 


On hour and a half after the sunrise they sighted the coast and its steep 
cliffs. Con-Ki explained that the labs were situated near the coast and that 
each lab had a window at the waterlevel which enabled them to observe the 
animals swimming in the water. Con-Ki was now a little more cheerful and 
no longer showed any sign of resistance. Whether this was due to Larry 
Randall who had helped her for hours to climb up and down peaks and 
valleys of the treacherous ice, nobody could tell. 


A short time later the temperature began to rise as Con-Ki had predicted. 
Ron urged his men to hurry up and Meech had to carry Con-Ki on his 
shoulders again since she had reached the limit of her strength. But no 
matter how hard they pushed forward the coastal cliffs seemed to retreat 
before them. It did not look as if they gained any ground. 


The change of temperature happened as quickly as during the past night. 
Within a few minutes the thermometer rose from minus 73°C. to plus 17°C. 
Ron and his men opened their helmets and slipped them back over their 
necks. The ice started to move again and began to melt under the warm 
mass of air. Cracks appeared in the solid layer of ice with thundering and 
roaring noises and pools of water formed with drifting icefloes. Ron 


secretly admired the installations which the Akonians used to regulate the 
climate of their research station. What tremendous amounts of energy were 
required to melt the entire mass of ice of the huge ocean as if it were 
nothing more than a thin layer on a puddle in a gutter? 


But his admiration for the technology of the Akonians soon gave way to his 
concern for their own fate. The field of ice was shifting rapidly. In half an 
hour only a few single icefloes would be left and none at all in one hour. 
The coast was still at least 5 kilometers away. The cracks in the ice forced 
them to make more and more detours and their doubts increased that they 
could reach the submerged waterlock without being seen. 


Ron spurred his men on to make a last effort. Meech ran ahead with the girl 
on his shoulders and led the way. He instantly recognized the splits in the 
cover of ice, the slipping ice-mounds and the treacherously thin crusts of 
ice which could not support the weight of a man. He circumvented all 
obstacles with the steadiness of a sleepwalker. 


The outline of the coast appeared to be sharper. They noticed for the first 
time that the distance had shrunk. Ron Landry was seized by a wild hope 
that they could reach their goal after all. However, a few moments later the 
unavoidable happened. The mass of ice on which they stood snapped with 
an ear-splitting noise and water spurted over the edges, flooding the smooth 
surface. Ron and his men stood up to their ankles in the cold water. The 
suddenly released tensile forces drove the large floe out into the open sea 
and it came to rest a few kilometers from the solid ice stretching to the 
shore. 


Meech walked to the channel at the edge of the floe. “We could swim 
across,” he suggested. 


Ron glanced at the small group with a worried expression. He did not dare 
ask Meech the question which was on his lips. How good are our chances? 
Meech was not equipped to measure the private anxieties of organic beings. 
He would give his answer on a factual basis, maybe 60 to 40. If it turned 
out to be on the side of 40, meant the death of 4 people. Their light 
spacesuits were not suitable for transport in a liquid medium. Although it 
was possible to swim and dive in them they could stand it only for a limited 
time. Certainly not for four and a half kilometers and diving to a depth of 
30 meters when they reached the coast. 


For the first time during the mission Ron felt the heavy burden of 
responsibility which rested on him. The icefloe was already getting soft at 
the edges and darkgray in the center. It could last no longer than 20 or 25 
minutes. If he gave an emergency signal the Akonians would come to their 


rescue. This would save the life of 4 people — and betray the secret 
intentions of the Terranian government. On the other hand . . . What other 
possibilities did they have, except waiting for a miracle that would save 
them from the icy sea and give them access to the inner base without being 
detected by the Akonians? 


It would really have to be some miracle, Ron thought and made a quick 
decision. 


Meech had put the girl down in the meantime. She sat pensively on the ice 
in Meech’s spacesuit which was much too big for her. 


“You finally succeeded anyway,” Ron said to her. “Now we’re at the end of 
our rope and have to surrender unconditionally.” 


The girl raised her head and looked at him. The helmet coupling reached 
above her mouth. Her forehead was wrinkled, her eyes wide and sad. But 
somehow she looked defiant. “I’m sorry,” she replied. “I mean it sincerely. 
In the mean time [I’ve thought the matter over. I believe that you were 
doing the right thing. I'd give an arm if I could make up for what I did...” 


Larry moved close to her, put an arm around her shoulders and hugged her. 
Con-Ki was silent. Ron Landry flipped his helmet over his head and turned 
the transmitter on. He was about to speak when Meech called out: “You 
don’t have to use the radio, sir! The first boat is already here!” 
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A small object shot one or two meters out of the water and headed with 
high velocity toward the floe. At first glance it looked like a fat torpedo but 
then part of the hull disappeared and a sleek boat, like the one they had 
used for the first part of their trip, remained. Only one man sat in it. 


Ron was astonished that the Akonians would try to capture a whole 
Terranian commando team with a single man. Then it occurred to him that 
the pilot of the boat might be unaware of the presence of a commando team 
and that he just happened to be interested in what went on on the icefloe. 


However the situation became even more baffling when Con-Ki suddenly 
jumped up and exclaimed in an incredulous tone of voice: “But that’s Kule- 
Tats!” 


Ron realized a few seconds later that she was right. The tall, spindly figure, 
characteristic for the race of Aras, could not be mistaken. The man sat so 
tall in the boat, it looked as though he were standing up. 


He drove the boat in a smooth curve to the edge of the floe, stopped and 


jumped out. He seemed to be delighted when Ron correctly recognized the 
expression on his face. His bulging eyes lit up. “I finally found you!” he 
exclaimed in Akonian. Get in the boat, we don’t have any time to waste!” 


Ron was utterly perplexed. “Found us... ?” he repeated. “Were you 
looking for us?” 


“And how!” Kule-Tats agreed. “Well . . . You were looking for me too, 
weren’t you?” 
“How do you know?” The question came like a shot from a pistol. 


Kule-Tats made an uncertain gesture. “I wouldn’t say I really knew it,” he 
replied. “But I suspected it. I believe I can say without flattering myself that 
I’m the most interesting person on Afzot .. . in a scientific respect, of 
course.” 


“Oh,” Ron uttered, still failing to understand him. “And what do you mean 
by not wasting any time?” 

Kuke-Tats laughed. It was the first time that Ron had seen an Ara laugh. 
“The Akonians are on your heels . . . or don’t you believe it?” 

“Yes... Wait a minute... What about you?” 


“Me?” Kule-Tats turned around and carefully studied the icefloes on the 
ocean. “I wanted you to abduct me to Terra, just the way you planned it.” 
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They climbed into the boat. Nobody really knew what had happened. 
Except perhaps Meech Hannigan, but he remained silent. Ron Landry sat 
on the pilotbench next to the Aran Kule-Tats steered the boat away from 
the icefloe. He proceeded on a northeastern course and shifted into high 
speed as soon as he reached ice-free water. 


“I'd be grateful to you,” Ron assured him after having regained his normal 
cool and quick reasoning, “if you’d explain to me what this is all about.” 


Kule-Tats chuckled with gurgling laughter. “Believe me, Terranian,” he 
declared, almost bursting with joy,” I thoroughly enjoy our situation. We 
Aras seldom get the opportunity to savor the surprise of a Terranian. Your 
people and mine didn’t get along too well in the past, did they? Much to 
our disadvantage!” 


Ron let him talk. What did he want? A political discussion? 


“As a pure scientist,” Kule-Tats began anew and, as it turned out, changing 
the subject in a bold leap, “the Afzot administration doesn’t keep me 


abreast with the events of the world outside. I have to obtain all the 
necessary information by myself if I want to learn something. As an Ara 
I’ve always been a very inquisitive individual. I had to keep after Pfamatt, 
the commander of the base, to learn of the impending attack of the 
fragment-spaceship, Pfamatt was aware of the negotiations that had taken 
place between the Akonian and Terranian governments. The Terranians 
had been requested to come to their assistance in fighting off the fragment- 
spaceship. As Pfamatt was unable to determine whether the negotiations 
were successful, he sent most of his men by transmitter back to Sphinx 
where they would be safe. Only a small garrison remained. 


“Eventually I also learned that the negotiations turned out to be successful 
after all. A small Terranian fleet engaged the fragment-spaceship in a battle 
and ended up putting it to flight. Afzot was safe and the incident seemed 
closed. However I asked myself whether the Terranians noticed the 
structure disturbances which were caused by the teletransport of Pfamatt’s 
men. It could have drawn their attention to Afzot and I thought it would be 
easy for them in the heat of the battle in space to dispatch a small mission 
to Afzot without the Akonians detecting them. Therefore I decided to look 
around outside. 


“However it’s not very simple to leave the base. You must have a good 
reason. Thus I let Draak, my giant spider, escape and pretended that I’d 
have to catch him again. I know that the Terranians are just as inquisitive as 
my own race. I took off with Con-Ki in a medium-range patrolship and 
soon detected your ultrared lamps which confirmed my expectations and 
gave me another idea. If I wanted to leave Afzot, 'd need the help of 
aliens. And why shouldn’t you be willing to help me? I had to guide you on 
the right way. Con-Ki and I carried on a conversation aboard the spaceship 
by talking over the helmet transceivers which were set at maximum 
performance so that you had to hear us. You picked it up and followed our 
ship leading you to the discovery of the entrance to the airlock. The first 
step had been taken. Everything else I had to leave up to you as, for 
instance, passing thru the airlock. I watched you and I must express my 
highest compliments to you. Nobody could have done it more skillfully. 


“I wanted to observe your movements thru the base and attract your 
attention as soon as you came close to me so that I could explain my desire 
to go to Terra with you. Unfortunately you got away from me. Of all the 
doors at the rear wall of the hangar you chose the one leading to the 
experimental station. I lost sight of you and became greatly worried. If the 
Akonians found and captured you, my plan would have been spoiled. 


“Luckily I discovered you again. Con-Ki’s boat was equipped, without her 
knowledge, with a monitoring device. I observed your trip from the island 
to the southeast coast including Con-Ki’s sabotage and your march across 
the ice. Of course I knew that the boat had an automatic emergency 
transmitter and I figured that Con-Ki would tell you about it or that you’d 
hear the signal yourself and go below the ice when you did. A big search 
would be started and even if you could go underwater after the ice melted 
in the morning you were sure to be caught. Therefore I had to do 
something. 


“T notified Pfamatt that I discovered a Terranian commando team prowling 
in the experimental station and that I’d deal with it myself. I knew that the 
warning didn’t come unexpected to Pfamatt. He was racking his brains for 
the longest time about the disappearance of the two airlock guards. I told 
Pfamatt that I hoped to intercept the Terranians in the southern zone of 
sector C and that I’d call on him for help with a code signal if necessary. 
By the way . . . this reminds me of something! Excuse me for a moment.” 


“This activates the code transmitter,” he explained, smiling. “I’ve already 
earlier taken care to deposit the transmitter in the zone of the C sector. 
From now on it will send an emergency signal for a minute and a half and 
then explode according to plan so that nobody will be able to find out that I 
operated it by remote control. It’s located more than 70 kilometers from 
here so that we won’t have to worry about it.” 


He put the little box back into his pocket. “Now then . . . I took a boat to 
meet you. I supposed that you needed a vehicle. And so did I, of course. I 
wanted to get out of here with you.” 


Ron was satisfied with his explanation. He understood everything but one 
question remained: “Why do you want to leave this place?” 


Kule-Tats calmly kept his hands on the steering wheel. “This is a fairly 
long story,” he replied genially. “I came here because I wanted to carry out 
a series of experiments which could be performed only with the almost 
unlimited facilities of the station on Afzot. I had learned of its existence by 
a confidential informant. The Akonians kept the station a secret. I flew to 
Sphinx and contacted the authorities. My plea was accepted, presumably 
because I already knew something about Afzot and they wanted to keep me 
out of the way. This is the reason why they would never grant me 
permission to leave Afzot again . . . unless they imprisoned me for life on 
Sphinx. 

“I commenced my experiments. The possibilities are really excellent but . . 
.’ he hesitated for a moment, “. . . but the intellectual powers of the 


Akonians leave something to be desired. I’m not talking about science but 
about their ability to perceive the whole picture of the future frame of 
developments, to separate the essential from the trivial, discard 
preconceived ideas, well . . . to think in cosmic dimensions. That the 
Akonians cannot do. They have lived too long in seclusion. I realized fairly 
soon that I could perform experiments on Afzot which would amaze the 
Akonians but that I would never achieve my own goals. The akonians are 
preoccupied with creating a universal animal. They need an organism that 
can survive on any one of the planets in the Galaxy. Their plan is grandiose 
and not without a future. They are bound to succeed and someday all 
worlds in our Milky Way will be inhabited. They began their experiments 
with a cell plasma which they obtained from the planets with suns emitting 
variable radiations. This was the decisive turning point. The further 
evolution of the basic substance could be quickened here on Afzot at their 
own pace. I created several beings that were higher developed than 
anything they had ever been able to accomplish. This gave me enough 
satisfaction for a while but began to bore me after some time. I was not 
allowed to work on my own ideas. The government of Sphinx had granted 
me full powers as long as my project coincided with the major purpose of 
the research at the station. 


“This is the reason why I wish to go to Terra. The Terranians are the only 
ones who can set up a large scale research and development foundation in a 
short time. They will appreciate the importance of my project. According to 
my information they are trying to solve the same secrets.” 


Ron listened attentively. “What secrets are you talking about?” 
Kule-Tats turned around and pointed to two receptacles which he had put 


under the second bench. They contained a clear, apparently very viscous 
liquid. A gray-brown lump floated in each of the receptacles. 
“About these,” the Ara replied. “These two lumps possess a total of 20 


grams of the organic substance which the Posbis have implanted in their 
robot bodies.” 


6. 
THE PRIZE OF PERIL 


The gray-brown lump interrupted its pleasant contemplation of the fact that 
it had finally had come in touch with Terranians. “These two lumps,” he 
said. “This means us.” 


“Yes,” replied its partner. “He mentioned us in one breath. You must look 
exactly the same as I.” 


“Yes. It sounds logical.” 
“T’m glad that now I’ve some idea how to picture you in my mind.” 


“Thank you, likewise,” was the answer. 


ok 


Seven hours later Ron Landry’s commando team was back aboard the 
flagship of the Terranian fleet with 4 Akonian prisoners, the two airlock 
guards who had been captured on their way in, and the Ara biophysicist 
with his Akonian assistant. The flagship had waited for their return a few 
light-hours from the Frua system. 


Con-Ki and Kule-Tats were immediately escorted to Perry Rhodan whereas 
Ron Landry gave his report to Nike Quinto. Nike Quinto had earlier left the 
ANNINO and boarded the flagship, where he had conducted official 
business with his superiors who couldn’t be bothered with the latest news 
about his high blood pressure. But now he could relieve his frustration as 
he sat down with Ron Landry. 


Ron listened patiently. As far as he was concerned Nike Quinto could talk 
till the end of his days about his imaginary illness. As soon as he stopped, 
the talk would turn to something unpleasant to Ron — something which was 
not even his fault. 


As suddenly as Col. Quinto had started to gripe when Ron entered, he 
abruptly paused and gazed at Ron. “I can see that you don’t feel so well 
either. Something worries you and I know what it is. This blockhead named 
Kule-Tats has told the commander of the Afzot base that he wanted to 
capture some Terranians and now you’re concerned whether or not the 
Akonians have already taken diplomatic action. Am I right?” 


Ron Landry nodded, flabbergasted. “Yes, of course, sir. How do you know 
about this?” 


“People with heart trouble can read thoughts,” Quinto asserted with a 
serious face. “Didn’t you know that? Anyway, I can set your mind at rest 
concerning this matter. Kule-Tats has acted very sensibly. What would 
have happened if he had told Pfamatt for instance, that a few Arkonides 
had sneaked into the base? Pfamatt would have waved it aside and replied: 
A few lame Arkonides? Let’em come in. I wouldn’t even interrupt my 
breakfast because of them. Kule-Tats needed a name that would scare 
Pfamatt. Fortunately — or unfortunately, depending on how you look at it — 
our reputation in the Galaxy is thus that everybody whose conscience is not 
quite clear is frightened by our name. Therefore Kule-Tats accomplished 
his purpose. 

“On the other hand, Capt. Randall told me already that you’ve left no trace 
on Afzot which would point to where you came from. Thus Pfamatt has 
nothing to go by except Kule-Tats’ word. If I were Pfamatt I wouldn’t even 
hint at it to Sphinx. If the Akonians were to accuse us, all we’d have to do 
is smile innocently and claim that we know nothing about it. That would 
close the matter. 


“By the way, I’ve to convey to you the highest recommendation from the 
top brass. The mission to Afzot has been carried out to the full satisfaction 
of the Administrator. The bio-mass which Kule-Tats has brought with him 
has been used by him to create artificial brains. It contains a high 
percentage of the organic substance carried in the bodies of the Posbis. 
Where Kule-Tats obtained the stuff is kept a secret. I don’t know it. In any 
case, he experimented with it. Previously he had a lot more of it but he has 
used it to make the brains of some of his miraculous beasts. Our scientists 
will investigate the results and collaborate with Kule-Tats. 


“Furthermore, we’ve already initiated preliminary negotiations with the 
government of Sphinx. Our intervention near Afzot has impressed the 
Akonians quite a bit. One of these days, our diplomats will admit our 
venture at the base of Afzot and we’ll be able to return the prisoners. 
However the girl Con-Ki wishes to stay with us permanently. 


“We can conclude that the fragment-spaceship has brought us the success 
we sought. Listen . . . are you still the only one who knows the significance 
of this matter?” 


“Yes, sir. With Meech Hannigan.” 


“Of course, he always knows everything.” 


Nike Quinto got up and walked to the large picture screen at the rear of the 
room. “If the Akonians knew,” Quinto continued, “that all we had to do to 
bring them to the negotiating table was to put a few fake little towers and 
similar gimcracks on an obsolete battleship, parade it in the Frua system 
and drop a few bombs, they’d probably declare war on us within the hour.” 


He turned around and Ron joined in his laughter. 


THE END 


Kule-Tats, the Ara scientist who heretofore had been forced to serve the 
Akonians, now makes common cause with Perry Rhodan. 

Kule-Tats and Van Moders, a young, ingenious robotics scientist on Terra, 
become close collaborators and experts on Posbi research which is of 
utmost importance since the positronic-biological robots — Posbis for short 
— are about to storm the Galaxy. 

Kurt Brand tells more about this in the next Perry Rhodan novel. 


BLITZKRIEG GALACTICA. 


